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Abstract
THE IMPACT OF OVERT AND RELATIONAL VICTIMIZATION ON
ADOLESCENTS’ WELL BEING: MODERATING EFFECTS OF ETHNICITY AT
THE INDIVIDUAL AND SCHOOL LEVEL

By Krista Ruth Mehari, B.A.
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of
Science/Doctor of Philosophy at Virginia Commonwealth University.
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2011
Major Director: Albert D. Farrell
Professor of Psychology
Department of Psychology
The sociocultural influence of ethnicity on peer victimization among youth has
received little attention in the research literature. Individual ethnicity within school
ethnic composition may influence the frequency of victimization and the effect of
victimization on adolescents’ well being. The current study investigated these issues
using a data set of 5,581 sixth grade students attending 37 schools located in four sites.
Multilevel models examined the extent to which individual ethnicity within school ethnic
composition influenced the frequency and impact of overt and relational victimization on
changes in life satisfaction. Ethnic differences were found in the frequency of
victimization, but these differences did not vary across schools that differed in ethnic

composition. Individual ethnicity, but not school ethnic composition, influenced the
impact of relational victimization on life satisfaction. These findings shed light on the
influence of ethnicity on victimization experiences and have implications for the role of
ethnicity in adolescents’ development.

The Impact of Overt and Relational Victimization on Adolescents’ Well Being:
Moderating Effects of Ethnicity at the Individual and School Level
Many children and adolescents are victims of peer aggression, a type of
harassment that may take a variety of forms, including overt aggression and relational
aggression. Overt aggression is directly confrontational and includes verbal and physical
aggression. Verbal aggression involves harassment in which the victim is called
demeaning names, teased, mocked, or taunted. Physical aggression occurs when the
victim has something stolen or is physically threatened, assaulted, or provoked, including
being pushed, shoved, hit, or kicked (Martin & Huebner, 2007). Relational aggression,
on the other hand, is a form of aggression in which adolescents’ social relationships are
targeted (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). This includes ignoring or excluding someone from a
social group or activities, spreading rumors or lying about the victim, encouraging other
students to dislike him or her, or threatening to withdraw friendship if he or she does not
comply with the other adolescents’ demands (Juvonen & Graham, 2001; Solberg &
Olweus, 2003). These types of aggression target adolescents’ ability to feel safe,
preserve their dignity and sense of self, and meet their need for belonging (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995; Bukowski & Sippola, 2001).
Juvonen and Graham (2001) suggested that between 40% and 80% of children
and adolescents have been victims of peer aggression, with the prevalence of
victimization peaking in middle school (DeVos & Kaffenberger, 2005). Though there is
some evidence that physical aggression is higher in early and middle childhood, rates of
verbal and relational forms of aggression are higher during early adolescence, coinciding
with developmental changes in verbal skills and social insight (Craig, Pepler, Connolly,
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& Henderson, 2001). Middle school may be a particularly vulnerable time because of the
host of changes that occur in early adolescence. Compared to elementary schools, middle
schools represent a larger, more anonymous, and more heterogeneous setting that
requires adjusting to an environment with potentially less access to social support
(Simmons, Black, & Zhou, 1991). This transition co-occurs with multiple developmental
changes. Adolescents begin to rely more on peers than on parents for support and
socialization, and peer relationships become a stronger influence on their identity and
sense of self (Nansel, Haynie, & Simons-Morton, 2003). Along with changes in social
relationships, early adolescence is associated with physical changes, including
accelerated growth and the development of secondary sex characteristics (Craig et al.,
2001). Coinciding with these changes is an increased frequency of interaction with
opposite-sex peers, which doubles the number of potential aggressors (Craig et al., 2001).
These social, academic, and biological transitions make early adolescence a time of rapid
change, which may cause adolescents to be particularly vulnerable to the negative effects
of victimization.
Adolescents who are victimized by their peers report a range of internalizing and
externalizing problems (Juvonen & Graham, 2001). Research has consistently
established a link between victimization and depressive symptoms and loneliness (Craig,
1998; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Kumpulainen et al., 1998; Marini, Dane, Bosacki, &
YLC-CURA, 2006; Nansel et al., 2001; Rigby, 1998; Solberg & Olweus, 2003). Victims
of peer aggression also often display low levels of self-esteem and self-worth (Hawker &
Boulton, 2000; Marini et al., 2006; Rigby, 1998; Solberg & Olweus, 2003).
Victimization has been linked to generalized and social anxiety symptoms, as well as to
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somatization and poor self-perceived health status (Abada, Hou, & Ram, 2008; Hawker
& Boulton, 2000; Marini et al., 2006; Rigby, 1998).
In addition to its relation to internalizing behaviors, victimization has been
associated with externalizing behaviors such as aggression, delinquency, and substance
use. Hanish and Guerra (2000a) found that peer nominations of victimization were
significantly associated with teachers’ reports of aggression among elementary school
students in ethnically diverse, low socioeconomic status (SES) schools. Peer-nominated
victimization has been linked to both peer-nominated aggression and self-reported
conduct problems among a middle class, primarily European American sample of
elementary students (Boivin & Hymel, 1997). Self-reported victimization predicted
aggression, delinquency, and cigarette and alcohol use in an urban, ethnically diverse
sample of middle school students (Sullivan, Farrell, & Kliewer, 2006). Additionally,
adolescents who were victimized by their peers displayed increased future bullying,
aggression, antisocial, and delinquent behaviors in Canada (Goldbaum, Craig, Pepler, &
Connolly, 2003) and Finland (Kumpulainen & Rasanen, 2000).
Victimization has also been linked to a variety of academic outcomes. It
predicted decreased self-perceived academic self-efficacy and school competence among
primarily European American adolescents in the U.S. (Paul & Cillessen, 2003) and the
Netherlands (Thijs & Verkuyten, 2008). Victimization was also associated with low
school engagement and high rates of absenteeism in a variety of samples (Gastic, 2008;
Graham, Bellmore, & Mize, 2006; Greco, Freeman, & Dufton, 2006; Lopez & DuBois,
2005; Rigby, 1998). Perhaps due to its relation to academic self-efficacy and school
engagement, victimization has also been shown to predict concurrent and subsequent

3

decreased academic achievement (Graham et al., 2006; Lopez & DuBois, 2005; Schwartz
et al., 2005; Thijs & Verkuyten, 2008).
Researchers have explored factors that may influence the relation between
victimization and outcomes. These include gender, parental support, peers’ prosocial
behaviors, friendships, and attributional styles (Abada et al., 2008; Baldry, 2004; Flouri
& Buchanan, 2002; Graham, 2005; Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999; Storch &
Masia-Warner, 2004). One possible moderator of this relation is an individual’s
ethnicity1. Ethnicity, as a proxy for culture, can help explain how a person interprets and
responds to stressors, and, because it often corresponds to biological markers such as skin
color, can also help to explain how others perceive and relate to that person. However,
ethnicity as a potential moderator of the relation between victimization and adjustment
has been rarely studied. Hanish and Guerra (2000b) point out that most studies on
victimization are based on European American, middle class samples, which makes
investigating differences across ethnic groups challenging. For example, most of the
studies connecting victimization to internalizing problems either were based on largely
homogenous, European American, middle class samples or did not report the ethnic
composition or SES of their samples. Perhaps it is expected that these findings will

1

Throughout this thesis, the terms European American, African American, and Latino American are used.
These groups are neither homogenous nor precise (Hanish & Guerra, 2000b). However, these categories
are particularly germane to the groups of people that are being studied, even though each category contains
a wide variety of people. Specifically, the term Latino American is appropriate to use in reference to
anyone from Mexico or Central or South America currently living in the United States, unlike the term
Hispanic, which refers to those countries that had been colonized by Spain and for which Spanish is the
primary language. In addition, there is a tendency for Latino to be the preferred self-ascribed label (L.
Hernandez Jarvis, personal communication, March 15, 2010). Also throughout this thesis, the term
“ethnicity” will be used, as opposed to the term “race,” for several reasons. “Race” refers to physiology,
particularly skin color, held to be a biological construct, while “ethnicity” is a social construct that refers to
shared beliefs, practices, and heritage (Smith, Levine, Smith, Dumas, & Prinz, 2009). Additionally, people
who describe themselves as Latino may be of any race. Finally, research conducted in this paper is not
designed to detect biological effects, which would be universally generalizable, but to investigate cultural
effects, which are rooted in context.
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generalize across ethnically and economically diverse populations, but the homogenous
nature of the populations across studies make it difficult to justify such generalizations.
The few studies that have examined the relation between victimization and
adjustment across ethnicity found little to no difference across ethnic groups (Hanish &
Guerra, 2000a; Tharp-Taylor, Haviland, & D’Amico, 2009; Thijs & Verkuyten, 2008).
One drawback to previous research that has examined ethnicity as an individual-level
variable is that it takes the child out of context (Graham, 2006). A large body of research
has identified the importance of dynamic interactions between characteristics of the
individual and the context in which they live (Lerner & Lerner, 1994). Magnusson and
Stattin (2006), for example, argued that for people’s development and adjustment to be
fully understood, researchers must conceptualize people as an active part of a personenvironment system. According to person-environment fit models, understanding how
well a person fits into their environment explains outcomes better than simply exploring
the characteristics of a person without reference to his or her context (Bellmore, Witkow,
Graham, & Juvonen, 2004). Person-environment fit models view psychological
outcomes as not only a product of individual-level variables, but also as a function of the
interaction between the individual and his or her context. A person’s functioning always
takes place in a situation, and that situation has specific characteristics (Magnusson &
Stattin, 2006).
One specific person-environment model, the goodness-of-fit model, suggests that
the relation between individual characteristics and context is circular, such that a person’s
characteristics draw out different reactions from the people around him or her, and those
reactions provide feedback to the individual, which in turn shapes future behavior (Lerner
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& Lerner, 1994). According to this model, good fit with the environment (i.e., having
characteristics that are typical of other people in their context) leads to positive
adjustment, and poor fit with the environment leads to maladjustment (Bellmore et al.,
2004). This theory suggests that the influence of adolescents’ ethnicity must be
considered within its broader context in order to fully understand its effect on the relation
between victimization and outcomes.
Empirical research has supported the notion that ethnic context influences the
relation between victimization and individual ethnicity, though it has not necessarily
supported the goodness-of-fit model. For instance, Hanish and Guerra (2000b) found that
prevalence rates of victimization among ethnic groups varied across ethnic contexts. In
their study of elementary students in ethnically diverse, low-income schools, Latino
children were less likely to be victimized than their European American and African
American counterparts. There was no overall significant difference in victimization
among European American and African American children. This varied by school ethnic
composition, such that European American children were more likely to be victimized
when attending predominantly non- European American schools, and less likely to be
victimized when attending predominantly European American schools. On the other
hand, African American children were more likely to be victimized in predominantly
African American schools than in predominantly non-African American schools. The
victimization level of Latino American children did not vary by school ethnic
composition (Hanish & Guerra, 2000b). These findings underscore the importance of
studying ethnicity at both the individual and school-level.
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In addition to moderating the relation between ethnicity and prevalence of
victimization, ethnic composition may play a significant role in moderating the relation
between victimization and outcomes (Bellmore et al., 2004). In a sample of 11 urban,
low SES middle schools in Los Angeles, Bellmore et al. (2004) found that individual
ethnicity interacted with ethnic context to moderate the relation between victimization
and concurrent loneliness and social anxiety symptoms. Students who were members of
the ethnic majority in their classrooms were more negatively impacted by victimization
than were students who were members of the ethnic minority. A follow-up study by
Graham, Bellmore, Nishina, and Juvonen (2009) identified self-blame attributions as a
mediator of that association. Members of the ethnic minority were less likely to blame
themselves for being victimized. Graham et al. (2009) proposed that they did not blame
themselves because they were able to identify other, external factors as causing the
victimization, such as being part of the minority. In contrast, students in the numerical
majority were less able to make external attributions and thus were more likely to blame
themselves for the victimization (Graham et al., 2009). This work highlights the
importance of studying the impact of victimization within context, particularly
considering how individual-level factors and higher level factors might interact to
moderate the effect of victimization.
The following section provides the background for a study designed to extend the
literature on the influence of ethnicity and ethnic context on the relation between
victimization and well being. It first discusses the literature examining victimization in
childhood and adolescence, including prevalence of and outcomes associated with
victimization. Emphasis is placed on research that explores victimization across ethnic
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groups and contexts. Next, it reviews research that investigated the distinct influences of
overt and relational victimization. Theories that explain the occurrence of victimization
and the processes through which victimization leads to poor outcomes are discussed.
Finally, it examines research that investigated individual ethnicity as well as school
ethnic composition as potential moderators of the relation between victimization and
adjustment, and findings are linked to current theoretical understanding of victimization
and its outcomes.
Review of the Literature
Prevalence and Outcomes of Peer Victimization
Victimization is a widespread problem among adolescents. In a nationally
representative survey, 17% of sixth to tenth grade students reported that they had
experienced moderate or frequent bullying in the past month, with bullying defined as
having mean or nasty things said or done to them (Nansel et al., 2001). About one third
of adolescents participating in a nationally representative survey reported having been
victimized in the past year, including being mocked, being the subject of rumors, being
threatened or physically harmed, and being coerced into doing something (Department of
Education, 2009).
The prevalence of victimization is troubling because of its well-established
association with a variety of undesirable outcomes, including internalizing symptoms,
interpersonal problems, academic and school-related difficulties, and externalizing
symptoms (e.g., Gastic, 2008; Goldbaum et al., 2003; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Paul &
Cillessen, 2003). In addition, victimization has been linked to decreased life satisfaction,
a measure of well being that represents a positive indicator of adjustment in contrast to
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symptoms of psychopathology (Flouri & Buchanan, 2002; Martin et al., 2008; Martin &
Huebner, 2007). It may also capture effects of victimization that internalizing and
externalizing symptoms do not. For instance, adolescents who do not report symptoms of
psychopathology may still have decreased well being (Martin & Huebner, 2007).
Though the literature on victimization tends to focus on indicators of
maladjustment, a few studies have used life satisfaction to explore the impact of
victimization on psychological well being. Among an ethnically and socio-economically
diverse sample of middle school students, self-reported victimization was concurrently
associated with low levels of life satisfaction (Martin & Huebner, 2007). Self-reported
victimization was also related to lower levels of life satisfaction among adolescents in
Spain (Jiménez et al., 2010) and among adolescent males in Britain (Flouri & Buchanan,
2002). Because so few studies have investigated life satisfaction in connection to
victimization, it is not clear whether victimization is a cause or effect of life satisfaction.
One longitudinal study identified a trend in which victimization predicted subsequent
decreased life satisfaction, but the findings were not significant (Martin, Huebner, &
Valois, 2008). Life satisfaction is a global measure that assesses an adolescent’s
adjustment in a variety of domains, including satisfaction with oneself, friendships,
school experiences, family relationships, and life in general. As such, life satisfaction is
theoretically connected to measures of maladjustment, particularly internalizing
symptoms, interpersonal problems, and academic and school-related difficulties. The
relation between these outcomes and victimization is supported by a large body of
research.
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One internalizing behavior, depressive symptoms, was the outcome most strongly
associated with victimization in a meta-analysis spanning approximately 20 years of
research (Hawker and Boulton, 2000). Victimization has been linked to concurrent
depressive symptoms among adolescents in primarily European American, moderate SES
populations (Lopez & DuBois, 2005), in primarily Latino American populations (Graham
et al., 2006), in ethnically diverse, low SES populations (McLaughlin, Hatzenbuehler, &
Hilt, 2009), among Australian youth (Rigby, 1998), and among Italian youth (Menesini,
Modena, & Tani, 2009). Victimization has been shown to predict subsequent depressive
symptoms. A study of an ethnically diverse, low-income sample of elementary school
students in the U.S. indicated that peer- and teacher-reported victimization predicted
depressive symptoms one year later (Schwartz et al., 2005). Similarly, in a study of
children in Finland, self-, parent-, and teacher-reported victimization in early adolescence
predicted self- and parent-reported depressive symptoms three years later (Kumpulainen
& Rasanen, 2000). This suggests that victimization has a long-lasting impact on
adolescents’ emotional well being. In fact, the emotional distress caused by victimization
may be severe enough to lead to suicidal ideation. In a study of high school students in
Australia, victimization was significantly associated with suicidal ideation, even after
controlling for low social support and aggression (Rigby, 1998).
Another indicator of adjustment repeatedly associated with victimization is
loneliness, a measure of adolescents’ dissatisfaction with their social relationships and
social support (Asher, Hymel, & Renshaw, 1984). In their meta-analysis, Hawker and
Boulton (2000) found that loneliness was one of the outcomes most strongly linked to
victimization. In Nansel et al.’s (2001) national survey of youth, self-reported
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victimization was associated with loneliness. Among low SES African American and
Latino American middle school students, a combined measure of peer- and self-reported
victimization was related to self-reported loneliness (Graham, Bellmore, and Juvonen,
2003). A combination of overt and relational self-reported victimization was linked to
loneliness in a primarily European American, socioeconomically diverse sample of early
adolescents (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Skinner, 2002). Self-reported victimization was
associated with loneliness among adolescents with unreported SES and race/ethnicity in
Canada (Boivin & Hymel, 1997) and among secondary students in Spain (Jiménez,
Musitu, Ramos, & Murgui, 2010). These findings clearly indicate that victimization is
associated with social dissatisfaction and feelings of loneliness among adolescents.
Victimization has also predicted low self-esteem across a variety of studies. In
Hawker and Boulton’s (2000) meta-analysis, victimization was strongly and significantly
linked to global self-esteem. This finding was maintained across studies where
victimization and global self-esteem were assessed through different reporters (i.e., peers,
teachers, parents, or the adolescents themselves). Several studies demonstrated that selfreported victimization is related to low self-esteem among an ethnically diverse, lowincome sample of adolescents (Graham et al., 2006), a primarily European American,
mid-range SES sample of adolescents (Lopez & DuBois, 2005), and among high school
students in Australia (Delfabbro et al., 2006) and Canada (Marini et al., 2006). In
addition to its concurrent association with self-esteem, victimization has also been found
to predict future self-esteem. A combined measure of peer- and self-reported
victimization predicted subsequent self-esteem among a primarily European American,
moderate to high SES sample of adolescents (Prinstein, Cheah, & Guyer, 2005). These
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findings suggest that victimization results in decreased self-esteem, so that adolescents
who have been victimized by their peers become less content with themselves.
Multiple studies have linked victimization to symptoms of social anxiety, as
demonstrated in Hawker and Boulton’s (2000) meta-analysis. In a primarily European
American sample of elementary school students, peer-nominated victimization was
concurrently related to self-reported social anxiety symptoms (DeRosier & Mercer,
2009). Both peer- and self-reported victimization predicted teacher-reported social
anxiety symptoms in a primarily European American sample of early adolescents (Erath,
Flanagan, Bierman, & Tu, 2010). Peer-nominated victimization was related to selfreported social anxiety symptoms among low-income African American and Latino
American youth (Graham et al., 2006). There is also evidence that victimization predicts
future social anxiety symptoms. For instance, in a primarily European American sample
of high school students, peer- and self-reported victimization predicted future social
anxiety symptoms (Prinstein et al., 2005). Paul and Cillessen (2003) found that peernominated victimization predicted anxiety-withdrawal one year later among a mostly
European American sample of early adolescents. The findings that victimization
precedes symptoms of social anxiety, an indicator of internal distress, indicate that
victimization may cause damage to an adolescent’s overall well being.
In addition to predicting social anxiety symptoms, victimization has been linked
to symptoms of generalized anxiety. The relation between victimization and generalized
anxiety symptoms was established in the meta-analysis conducted by Hawker and
Boulton (2000). Self-reported victimization was associated with generalized anxiety
symptoms among an ethnically diverse sample of early adolescents (McLaughlin et al.,
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2009) as well as among a primarily European American, mid-range SES sample of
adolescents (Grills & Ollendick, 2002). Victimization was related to generalized anxiety
symptoms among Australian high school students (Rigby, 1998) and also predicted
generalized anxiety symptoms one year later among Australian youth (Bond, Carlin,
Thomas, Rubin, & Patton, 2001). Again, the relation between victimization and
increased generalized anxiety symptoms suggest a causal relation between experiences of
victimization and maladaptive functioning.
Perhaps due to the anxious symptomatology associated with victimization,
victimization is also frequently linked to somatization and health complaints. In a
primarily European American sample of adolescents, victimization was associated with
abdominal pain and seeking school medical services (Greco et al., 2006). Victimization
has also been linked to somatic complaints in a largely European American sample of
early adolescents (Lopez & DuBois, 2005) as well as in a study of adolescents in Italy
(Menesini et al., 2009). Victimization was related to physical symptoms among African
American and Latino American adolescent in a low SES community (Graham et al.,
2003). Victimization predicted lower self-perceived physical health among adolescents
in Australia (Delfabbro et al., 2006) and self-rated health status among adolescents in
Canada (Abada et al., 2008). In a longitudinal study in Finland, parent- and teacherreported victimization in childhood and early adolescence predicted parent- and teacherreported somatic symptoms in the victimized child during mid-adolescence
(Kumpulainen & Rasanen, 2000). Some adolescents have directly connected being
victimized to experiencing physical symptoms. For example, in a study conducted by
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Rigby (1998), 33% of victimized males and 55% of victimized females believed that their
physical health was negatively affected by repeated victimization.
Multiple studies have linked victimization to indicators of adolescents’ social well
being, such as social competence and social functioning. In a large, nationally
representative survey of adolescents, self-reported victimization was linked to selfreported difficulty in making friends and poor peer relationships (Nansel et al., 2001).
Overt and relational victimization have been linked to lower teacher-rated social skills in
a mostly European American sample of students in early and middle adolescence (Greco
et al., 2006). One study based on a primarily European American sample of elementary
school students showed that peer-nominated victimization was associated with selfreported low social acceptance (Boivin & Hymel, 1997). Another study found that
victimization was related to self-reported social dysfunction among a mid-range SES
sample of high school students in Australia (Rigby, 1998). These findings have been
supported by longitudinal research as well. Among a primarily European American
sample of early adolescents, Paul and Cillessen (2003) found that victimization predicted
decreased social self-efficacy and decreased teacher-rated peer sociability. Similarly,
Egan and Perry (1998) found that peer-nominated victimization was related to future
social self-efficacy among a primarily European American, mid-range SES sample of
early adolescents.
In addition to predicting psychological adjustment such as internalizing behaviors
and social functioning, victimization may also interfere with academic functioning.
Nansel et al. (2003) found that victimization was related to a general measure of school
adjustment problems (academic achievement, relationship with classmates, following
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school rules) among a primarily European American sample of middle school students.
Similarly, in a low-income, Latino American and African American sample of
adolescents, self-reported victimization was related to school adjustment problems,
including low achievement and low school engagement (Graham et al., 2005). Lopez and
DuBois (2005) found that victimization was related to academic problems, as measured
by GPA and absences, among a primarily European American sample of early
adolescents. In a nationally representative study of high school students, self-reported
victimization was related to excessive absences (Gastic, 2008). The excessive
absenteeism associated with victimization may be a result of somatic symptoms or
internal distress linked to victimization. These findings indicate that adolescents’
attachment to school and school attendance are negatively linked to victimization.
Other school-related outcomes linked to victimization include academic selfefficacy, school competence, and academic achievement. Self-reported victimization was
linked to teacher-rated school competence among a primarily European American sample
of adolescents (Greco et al., 2006). Self-reported victimization was also related to
teacher-rated academic competence among high school students in Australia (Delfabbro
et al., 2006). Peer-reported victimization was related to low academic achievement
among a Latino American and African American sample of middle school students
(Graham et al., 2003). However, it is unclear whether victimization precedes a decrease
in school-related adjustment. For example, Paul and Cillessen (2003) found that peernominated victimization was related to concurrent teacher-rated school competence and
self-reported academic self-efficacy in a primarily European American sample of early
adolescents, but victimization did not predict school competence or academic self-
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efficacy one year later. Conversely, peer- and teacher-reported victimization predicted
decreased academic achievement one year later in an ethnically diverse, low SES sample
of elementary school students (Schwartz et al., 2005). It may be that adolescents who
have been victimized still feel capable of performing well academically but are not
motivated to do so, which could explain why one study found a decrease in achievement
while another found no change in academic self-efficacy.
Though only a few researchers have conducted studies linking victimization to
life satisfaction, a large body of literature establishes the relation between victimization
and internalizing symptoms, self-esteem, social functioning, and academic functioning.
As a measure of well being that assesses an adolescent’s satisfaction with a variety of
domains, life satisfaction is connected to internalizing behaviors such as symptoms of
depression and anxiety, self-esteem, social functioning, and school functioning. The
relation between victimization and decreased well being in multiple domains has been
established consistently throughout the literature.
Overt and Relational Victimization
The operational definition of victimization has not been consistent across studies.
Some researchers have combined overt and relational victimization into a single measure,
whereas others have distinguished between them. Overt victimization involves the faceto-face aspect of victimization, including both non-physical acts such as being mocked,
taunted, or threatened and physical acts such as being physically assaulted (e.g., pushed,
punched, kicked, spit on). Increasing attention has focused on relational victimization, a
form of victimization that involves being excluded from a group, being deliberately
ignored, and becoming the target of rumors or lies that damage the student’s reputation
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and social relationships. According to Crick and Grotpeter (1995), overt victimization
targets the victim’s instrumentality and self-esteem and is an expression of the
perpetrator’s need for physical dominance. Relational victimization, on the other hand,
targets the victims’ social relationships and support networks (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995;
Crick, Grotpeter, & Bigbee, 2002). These differences suggest that overt and relational
victimization are distinct constructs and should be studied separately.
The studies described in the previous section tended to use fairly global measures
of self-reported victimization. A few of the studies used a measure similar to or adapted
from the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire, in which participants respond to a single
item measure asking how often they have been bullied in the past month or the past year
(Gastic, 2008; Goldbaum et al., 2003; Menesini et al., 2009; Nansel et al., 2001).
Multiple studies have used self-reported measures that focused mainly on nonspecific
items about victimization, such as getting picked on or having been bullied, and items on
overt victimization (Delfabbro et al., 2006; Flouri & Buchanan, 2002; Grills & Ollendick,
2002; Nansel et al., 2003; Rigby, 2001). The majority of the studies used self-report
measures that combined overt and relational victimization (Bond et al., 2001; Erath et al.,
2010; Graham et al., 2003; Lopez & DuBois, 2005; Kochenderfer-Ladd & Skinner, 2002;
Prinstein et al., 2005; Thijs & Verkuyten, 2008). Only a few distinguished overt and
relational types of victimization and investigated their relation to outcomes separately
(Greco et al., 2006; Jiménez et al., 2010; Sullivan et al., 2006).
Similar to the measurement of self-reported victimization, previous studies
assessed peer-reported victimization in a variety of ways. Some studies asked students to
nominate their peers who fit into descriptions of nonspecific victimization, such as
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getting picked on or having been bullied (DeRosier & Mercer, 2009; Erath et al., 2010),
or who were best described by items that measured getting teased, picked on, pushed, and
hit (Boivin & Hymel, 1997; Prinstein et al., 2005). Victimization was also assessed by
asking students to nominate their peers on items assessing both overt and relational types
of victimization (Graham et al., 2006; McLaughlin et al., 2009; Paul & Cillessen, 2003;
Schwartz et al., 2005). The teacher- and parent-reported measures were single-item
measures that asked whether the child had been bullied at school (yes/no) (Kumpulainen
& Rasanen, 2000).
Prevalence of overt and relational victimization across gender. Research
distinguishing between overt and relational victimization has often explored differences
across gender. The majority of studies exploring gender differences have found that boys
report higher levels of overt victimization, with few exceptions (e.g., Bauman, 2008).
Prinstein, Boergers, and Vernberg (2001) studied victimization in an ethnically diverse,
low SES sample of high school students. Boys reported more overt victimization, but
boys and girls reported comparable levels of relational victimization. In a primarily
European American, mid-range SES sample of high school students, boys reported higher
overt victimization, but there was no gender difference in levels of relational
victimization (Storch, Brassard, & Masia-Warner, 2003). Storch, Nock, Masia-Warner,
and Barlas (2003) reported the same findings among a primarily Latino American sample
of middle school students. In a study of adolescents in Italy, boys reported more overt
victimization, but there was no gender difference in the prevalence of relational
victimization (Baldry, 2004). Likewise, boys reported more physical victimization in a
sample of adolescents in Spain, though there were no significant gender differences in
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prevalence of verbal or relational victimization (Jiménez et al., 2010). In one rural,
ethnically diverse, low SES sample of adolescents, boys reported higher levels of overt
and relational victimization, though this is not usually the case (Martin & Huebner,
2007).
Other studies found higher levels of relational victimization among girls in
addition to higher levels of overt victimization among boys. For instance, in a primarily
European American sample of early adolescents, Crick and Bigbee (1998) found that
peer- and self-reported overt victimization was higher among boys, and peer- and selfreported relational victimization was higher among girls. Similarly, Carbone-Lopez,
Esbensen, and Brick (2010) studied victimization among an ethnically diverse sample of
adolescents across four states. They found that boys were more likely to report being
threatened or physically attacked on the way to and from school and in school, whereas
girls were more likely to report victimization based on a combined measure of verbal and
relational victimization and sexual harassment. Boys were more likely to be peerreported as overtly victimized, while girls were more likely to be peer-reported as
relationally victimized, in an ethnically diverse sample of fourth grade students (Putallaz
et al., 2007). Higher levels of overt victimization among boys, and comparable levels of
relational victimization across gender, are the general trend in research.
Outcomes associated with overt and relational victimization. Though multiple
studies have found that overt and relational victimization share similar outcomes, a
significant amount of research has indicated that overt and relational victimization have a
unique pattern of relations with adjustment. For example, Putallaz and colleagues (2007)
explored the impact of teacher- and peer-reported overt and relational victimization on a
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variety of outcomes in an ethnically diverse sample of fourth grade students. In their
sample, both overt and relational victimization predicted peer-reported sadness, teacherreported depressive symptoms, and teacher-reported fear of negative evaluation.
However, there were some significant differences in their patterns of relations with
outcomes. Specifically, overt victimization predicted peer-reported shyness and teacherreported academic performance, whereas relational victimization predicted teacherreported social avoidance and self-reported loneliness (Putallaz et al., 2007).
Contrary to Putallaz et al’s (2007) study, Storch, Nock, et al. (2003) did not find
differences in outcomes associated with overt and relational victimization. They
explored the impact of overt and relational victimization on a variety of outcomes in a
low-income, urban, Latino American and African American sample of early adolescents.
Both overt and relational victimization were directly related to depressive symptoms,
social anxiety symptoms, loneliness, and fear of negative evaluation. However, relational
victimization did not significantly explain variation in those outcomes after overt
victimization was taken into account (Storch, Nock, et al., 2003). This suggests that there
is a great deal of overlap between outcomes associated with overt and relational
victimization.
The majority of studies examining differences between outcomes associated with
overt and relational victimization indicate that the two types of victimization have
different patterns of relations with outcomes. Specifically, several studies have suggested
that relational victimization may be more closely related to internal distress than is overt
victimization. For example, relational victimization explained more of the variance in
levels of depressive symptoms in a primarily Mexican American sample of elementary
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school students than did overt victimization (Bauman, 2008). In an Italian sample of
adolescents, self-reported relational victimization predicted somatic complaints,
anxious/depressive symptoms, and withdrawn behaviors, whereas overt victimization
predicted somatic complaints and anxious/depressive symptoms but not withdrawn
behaviors (Baldry, 2004). Storch and Masia-Warner (2004) found that girls who were
relationally victimized had higher self-reported loneliness and socially anxious symptoms
than girls who were overtly victimized in a primarily European American sample of
female adolescents. Similarly, in a mid-range SES, Latino American sample of
adolescents, self-reported relational victimization was related to socially anxious
symptoms, whereas overt victimization was not (Siegel, La Greca, & Harrison, 2009).
Martin and colleagues (2008) found that relational victimization predicted subsequent life
satisfaction among an ethnically and socio-economically diverse sample of middle school
students, whereas overt victimization did not. Across studies that have compared the
impact of overt and relational victimization, relational victimization predicted a wider
range of outcomes. Based on these findings, combining overt and relational victimization
into a single measure may result in decreased sensitivity and a loss of important
information.
Impact of overt and relational victimization moderated by gender. Because of
gender differences in prevalence of overt and relational victimization, some studies have
explored whether the impact of those types of victimization is moderated by gender. The
findings are mixed. Some studies have found little to no differences in outcomes based
on gender. For example, Crick and Bigbee (1998) found that overt and relational
victimization were related to a variety of outcomes, including emotional distress,
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loneliness, and social anxiety or avoidance, for both boys and girls. Similarly, gender did
not moderate the relation between overt and relational victimization and life satisfaction
in a rural, ethnically diverse, primarily low SES sample of adolescents (Martin &
Huebner, 2007). Storch et al. (2003) found that gender did not moderate the relation
between overt or relational victimization and a variety of outcomes, including anxiety
symptoms, depressive symptoms, and loneliness, in a primarily Latino American sample
of high school students. In a study of Italian middle school students, Baldry (2004) found
that gender did not moderate the relations between overt and relational victimization and
anxious/depressed symptoms, withdrawal, or somatic complaints.
Conversely, some studies have found gender differences in the relation between
overt and relational victimization and outcomes. For instance, Carbone-Lopez et al.
(2010) found that relational victimization was related to subsequent self-esteem for girls
but not for boys in a longitudinal study based on a primarily Latino American sample of
adolescents. There were no gender differences in outcomes associated with overt
victimization. In a primarily Latino American, low SES sample of older adolescents,
overt victimization was associated with depressive symptoms among boys but not among
girls, whereas relational victimization was related to self-esteem and loneliness among
both boys and girls (Prinstein et al., 2001). Storch, Nock, et al. (2003) analyzed the
relation between victimization and outcomes separately for boys and girls using a
primarily Latino American sample of middle school students. They found that overt
victimization predicted depressive symptoms, socially anxious symptoms, loneliness, and
fear of negative evaluation for both boys and girls. However, relational victimization
was related to depressive symptoms, socially anxious symptoms, and fear of negative
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evaluation after overt victimization was controlled for in the analyses conducted for girls
but not for boys. In the studies that do find gender differences in the impact of
victimization, relational victimization has a stronger impact for female adolescents than
for male adolescents. This pattern may be due to the different nature of overt and
relational victimization. Relational victimization targets an adolescent’s social
relationships and belonging, which girls may be socialized to value more highly than
boys are. Interestingly, the studies that did have this pattern of findings used primarily
Latino American samples, indicating that perhaps there is an interaction between gender
and ethnicity such that moderation effects by gender are more strong among Latino
American adolescents.
Mechanisms Underlying the Impact of Victimization
Adolescents interpret how their peers feel about them through their peers’
behavior. Victimization is one way through which adolescents express their feelings
about their peers (Boivin & Hymel, 1997). This theory is supported by the strong and
positive relation between peer victimization and peer rejection. In general, adolescents
who are victimized by their peers are avoided and disliked by their peers (Schuster,
2001). Adolescents may be victimized in part because of their poor social skills, which
make them an easy target. Being victimized, in turn, reduces their confidence in social
interactions and may cause them to avoid social situations. This decrease in confidence
and increase in social avoidance most likely leads to even poorer social competence and
ineffective social functioning (Paul & Cillessen, 2003). Kochenderfer-Ladd and Ladd
(2001) posited that through peer victimization, adolescents learn that they are not liked by
their peers, which leads them to conclude that they do not deserve to be treated well and
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that school is an uncontrollable and unsafe place. Receiving these messages repeatedly
has an impact on the well being of victimized adolescents.
Lopez and DuBois (2005) proposed that a decrease in self-esteem following
experiences of victimization is a means through which victimization leads to poor
adjustment. They studied the relation between victimization and maladjustment among a
primarily European American, mid-range SES sample of sixth and seventh grade students
in the Midwest. They found that the association between self-reported victimization (a
compound measure of overt and relational) and a variety of outcomes was mediated by a
belief that their peers negatively evaluated them. This belief was mediated by low selfesteem, which in turn predicted depressive/anxious symptoms, somatic complaints, poor
school adjustment, and externalizing behaviors. Lopez and DuBois (2005) postulated
that an experience of victimization leads adolescents to believe that they are disliked by
their peers. This belief is confirmed by repeated victimization. Knowing that they are
disliked by their peers, adolescents begin to believe that they are socially incompetent
and incapable of behaving in a way that would make their peers like them. This decrease
in social self-esteem or self-perceived social competence eventually leads to decreases in
global self-esteem.
Though changes in social self-esteem may serve to partially explain the relation
between victimization and poor adjustment, victimization predicted these outcomes
directly as well as indirectly through social and global self-esteem in the study conducted
by Lopez and DuBois (2005). Hawker and Boulton (2000) pointed out that if the impact
of victimization on adjustment was fully mediated by social factors such as social selfconcept, then the relation of victimization to social factors should have larger effect sizes
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than the relation of victimization to other internalizing behaviors. Their meta-analysis
did not support that hypothesis (Hawker & Boulton, 2000). In fact, they found that
victimization was more strongly related to depressive symptoms and feelings of
loneliness than to social self-concept and global self-esteem among studies that avoided
shared method variance. Clearly, the self-esteem mediational model is not sufficient to
explain the relation between victimization and poor outcomes.
Kochenderfer Ladd and Ladd (2001) identified interpretive processes as one
empirically supported mechanism that mediates the relation between victimization and
negative outcomes. Interpretive processes, or attributions, are the processes adolescents
use to determine what caused the victimization (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 2001). Victims
naturally try to identify why they are being targeted by their peers. Attribution theory
proposes that people look for causes of events and respond to the events based on the
interpretations that they make (Dodge & Crick, 1990). Applied to victimization,
adolescents’ interpretations of reasons for their victimization impact their self-beliefs and
how they feel about themselves (Graham, 2005). Adolescents may conclude that
something about themselves causes their peers to behave negatively towards them
(Graham et al., 2009). Unless there is evidence to the contrary, these attributions may
result in characterological self-blame, a belief that the cause of being victimized is
internal, stable, and uncontrollable (Graham et al., 2009). Adolescents who have
characterological self-blame believe that it is their fault they are victimized, that they will
always be the same, and that there is nothing they can do to change it.
Characterological self-blame has been found to mediate the relation between
victimization and poor outcomes. In a study of primarily European American, high SES

25

high school students, attributions were measured through a series of hypothetical
situations, such as the participants’ turn being skipped in a game, for which participants
could choose critical self-referent attributions (e.g., I am not fun to play with) or neutral
attributions (e.g., they didn’t mean to skip my turn). For males, critical self-referent
attributions moderated the relation between peer-nominated victimization and selfesteem, depressive symptoms, socially anxious symptoms, and loneliness. Adolescents
who made critical self-referent attributions and who were victimized had lower selfesteem, higher depressive symptoms, higher socially anxious symptoms, and higher
loneliness, than victimized adolescents who did not make critical self-referent attributions
(Prinstein et al., 2005). In an ethnically and economically diverse sample of middle
school students, characterological self-blame was significantly and strongly predictive of
loneliness and socially anxious symptoms after controlling for victimization (Graham &
Juvonen, 1998). In contrast, behavioral self-blame, as defined by attributing victimization
to one’s behavior in a specific situation, was not predictive of adjustment. Graham and
Juvonen (1998) concluded that victimization leads to poor outcomes when adolescents
attribute being victimized to something innate and immutable about themselves, but not
when adolescents attribute being victimized to external, temporary, or controllable
sources.
Differences in patterns of effects associated with overt and relational
victimization described in the preceding section suggest that overt and relational
victimization may operate through different mechanisms. Putallaz et al. (2007) argued
that the seemingly more harmful effects of relational victimization described previously
may be due to the specific goal of relational aggression. That is, relational aggression
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targets a person’s social well being, which is partially captured by measures such as
loneliness, fear of negative evaluation, socially anxious symptoms, and avoidance.
Along the same lines, overt victimization targets a person’s sense of agency, control, and
self-worth (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Putallaz et al., 2007). Academic competence,
which is conceptually linked to a sense of agency and control, has been related to overt
victimization, but not to relational victimization (Putallaz et al., 2007). These findings
emphasize the need to understand the specific mechanisms through which victimization
impacts adjustment. As discussed previously, most research on victimization does not
distinguish between overt and relational victimization, so it is difficult to determine
whether overt and relational victimization are mediated by different factors.
The Influence of Ethnicity on Victimization
In addition to proposing theories that account for the relation between
victimization and adjustment among adolescents, researchers have explored factors that
may moderate that relation. One such factor is ethnicity, though there is currently little
knowledge on the role of ethnicity in the prevalence of and outcomes associated with
victimization. Few studies investigating victimization have included ethnicity as a
variable of interest. Furthermore, the majority of the literature on victimization has made
conclusions based on primarily European American, middle class samples of children and
adolescents (Hanish & Guerra, 2000b). The gap in victimization literature regarding the
role of ethnicity reflects a general trend in psychological research to understudy ethnic
minority populations (Sue, 1999).
Research that has investigated the relation between ethnicity and victimization has
rarely controlled for SES, which presents a problem because SES is often quite highly
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correlated with ethnicity. This makes it difficult to conclude whether SES or ethnicity is
responsible for the observed relation. For instance, the U.S. Census Bureau (2008)
reported that in 2007, 34% of African American children and 28% of Latino American
children were living below the poverty line, compared to 14% of European American
children. Many urban schools, besides being comprised primarily of students of color,
have a multitude of stressors that are not typical of schools with primarily European
American students. Adolescents in urban, low SES areas are exposed to much higher
levels of crime, drugs, and gang activity and are more likely to witness violence than are
adolescents in suburban or rural areas (Cauce, Stewart, Rodriguez, Cochran, & Ginzler,
2003). The rate of violence in some urban areas is so high that Cauce and colleagues
(2003) described some of these areas as “toxic.” Other risk factors associated with urban,
low SES areas include low quality school districts, crowded neighborhoods, and poor
nutrition (Cauce et al., 2003). However, few studies control for SES, partly because of
adolescents’ lack of knowledge about household income and other SES indicators.
Though it is important to acknowledge SES as a potential confound, there is still
value in studying the role that ethnicity plays in the prevalence and outcomes of
victimization. Sue (1999) argued that research on a variety of ethnic groups is necessary
to promote better science and to increase generalizability of current knowledge.
Ethnicity, as an individual and contextual factor, may play a role in terms of the patterns
of victimization and its outcomes. As explained previously, ethnicity is a proxy for
culture, so it may influence how adolescents interpret and respond to victimization. The
following sections review the literature related to the influence of individual ethnicity and
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ethnic context on the prevalence of victimization and on the relation between
victimization and indicators of adjustment.
Prevalence of victimization across ethnic groups. Several studies have found
differences in the prevalence of peer victimization across ethnic groups. Consistently
across studies, European American adolescents experienced more victimization than
adolescents in other ethnic groups. For example, a nationwide survey of sixth through
tenth grade students found that African Americans reported slightly lower levels of
victimization than other groups (Nansel et al., 2001). A second nationally representative
study of 12 to 17-year-olds found that Latino American students reported slightly lower
levels of victimization than did European American and African American students
(DeVos & Kaffenberger, 2005). Among elementary school students in urban, low SES
schools, Latino Americans were less likely to be nominated by their peers as victims than
were African Americans and European Americans, whereas African Americans had
lower chronic peer-nominated victimization than both Latino Americans and European
Americans (Hanish & Guerra, 2000b). Individual ethnicity explained about 2% of the
variation in victimization, which suggests that ethnicity plays a considerable role in the
prevalence of victimization. Graham and Juvonen (2002) found that African Americans
were less likely to be victimized than were Latino Americans and others in a low SES,
ethnically diverse middle school. Across the two nationally representative samples and
the three local, low SES, ethnically diverse samples, European Americans were more
likely to be victimized than African Americans and Latino Americans.
The picture becomes less clear in those studies that have examined overt and
relational victimization separately. In a national survey, European American adolescents
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reported being targeted by overt victimization more often than did African American and
Latino American adolescents, but both European American and African American
adolescents reported having been relationally victimized more than Latino American
adolescents (DeVos & Kaffenberger, 2005). Hanish and Guerra (2000b) found no
differences in overt or relational victimization between European American and African
American adolescents among highly to moderately disadvantaged, urban elementary
school students in the Midwest. In a study spanning 13 schools, some predominantly
African American, some predominantly European American, and some ethnically
diverse, no difference in prevalence rates of overt and relational victimization across
ethnic groups was found (Putallaz et al., 2007). Findings were not broken down by
school ethnic composition. Tharp-Taylor et al. (2009) found no difference among
European American, African American, and Latino American middle school students in
prevalence of overt victimization, but observed that Latino American middle school
students reported less relational victimization. This sample was based in southern
California and had European Americans as the largest ethnic group.
One key study conducted by Hanish and Guerra (2000b) indicated that studies
exploring the influence of ethnicity on the prevalence of victimization must also address
the broader ethnic context in which adolescents function. Hanish and Guerra (2000b)
explored rates of a peer-nominated measure of general victimization within the ethnic
context of the school in an urban, low SES sample of elementary school students. They
found that victimization levels among Latino American children did not vary as a
function of school ethnic composition. Conversely, African Americans were more likely
to be victimized in predominantly African American schools, and European Americans
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were less likely to be victimized in predominantly European American schools (Hanish &
Guerra, 2000b). The interaction between individual ethnicity and school ethnic
composition remained constant even after controlling for school-level poverty rates.
These findings make it important to consider ethnicity in context when studying
victimization. Unfortunately, literature in this area is scarce, so no conclusions can be
drawn regarding the prevalence of victimization across ethnic groups nested within ethnic
contexts (Hanish & Guerra, 2000b).
Person-environment fit, victimization, and ethnicity. In addition to exploring
the influence of ethnicity on the prevalence of victimization, one group of researchers has
investigated the moderating role of ethnicity on the relation between victimization and
adjustment. In 2002, Graham and Juvonen studied the influence of ethnicity on a
combined measure of overt and relational victimization among low SES sixth and
seventh grade students in one middle school. In Graham and Juvonen’s (2002) study,
Latino Americans and African Americans comprised the two largest ethnic groups.
Students reporting Asian American, European American, Persian, or other ethnicities
were categorized as ethnic minorities. Graham and Juvonen (2002) found that peernominated victimization was more predictive of concurrent loneliness and low selfesteem among African American students than among Latino American and ethnic
minority students. They posited that because African Americans were perceived to be
more aggressive than any other group in that sample, the effect of being a victim was
much stronger because of the extent to which being victimized deviated from the norm
(Graham & Juvonen, 2002).
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Graham and Juvonen’s (2002) explanation for their findings pointed to a
discrepancy between the characteristics of an individual and characteristics of his or her
group. In this case, they argued that victimized African American adolescents were
deviant from other members of their group, who were generally perceived as more
aggressive than adolescents in other ethnic groups. This argument posits that the
influence of individual ethnicity must be considered within context in order to achieve a
holistic understanding of the way in which ethnicity moderates the impact of
victimization. One drawback to Graham and Juvonen’s (2002) study was that they made
these explanations without statistical methods that analyzed group-level variables as a
moderator.
In 2004, Bellmore and colleagues examined whether individual-level ethnicity
and school ethnic composition moderated the relation between victimization and
adjustment. They conducted a cross-sectional study among 1,630 sixth grade students in
99 classrooms from 11 Los Angeles schools. Latino American (46% of the total
sample), African American (29%), European American (9%), and Asian American (9%)
adolescents living in low SES, urban communities were asked to nominate their peers on
3 items that described overt and relational victimization. They also completed self-report
measures of social anxiety symptoms and loneliness.
Bellmore et al. (2004) first examined the direct relations between adjustment and
individual ethnicity and between adjustment and school ethnic composition. The only
statistically significant difference in self-reported adjustment across ethnic groups was
that Asian Americans reported more loneliness and social anxiety symptoms than did
European Americans. Because there may be ethnic differences in response styles to
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questionnaires, these findings do not justify the conclusion that Asian Americans are
lonelier or have more symptoms of social anxiety than their European American
counterparts.
Bellmore et al. (2004) explored whether school ethnic composition, as well as
individual ethnicity, influenced adjustment. They found that greater ethnic diversity in
schools was associated with lower self-reported loneliness among middle school students
across 99 classrooms in 11 schools of low SES and varying ethnic compositions. This
may be because students in classrooms with high ethnic diversity are more likely to find
peers who are similar to them in appearance and cultural background, which may reduce
difficulty in making friends or help adolescents feel that they belong. Graham (2006)
argued that ethnically diverse schools may create a balance of power across ethnic
groups, such that the lack of power imbalance decreases vulnerability and victimization,
based on the power imbalance model of victimization. Further work addressing this
question is clearly needed, as no replications of the study could be found in this literature
review.
Next, Bellmore et al. (2004) tested whether victimization was moderated by
individual ethnicity. They found that victimization was less predictive of loneliness for
African Americans, Latino Americans, and Asian Americans than for European
Americans. Also, victimization was less predictive of anxiety for Latino Americans than
for European Americans (Bellmore et al., 2004). These findings suggest that
victimization may have a stronger impact on European Americans than their African
American, Latino American, and Asian American counterparts. However, in this case,
students who were European American were also members of the numerical minority at
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their school, making it difficult to conclude whether it was individual ethnicity alone or
ethnicity in context that moderated the relation between victimization and adjustment.
Bellmore et al. (2004) also tested whether the relation between victimization and
adjustment was moderated by ethnic context. They found that the relation between
victimization and social anxiety symptoms was stronger in classrooms with high ethnic
diversity. Because greater ethnic diversity was associated with better adjustment in
general, they suggested that victimization was abnormal among students in ethnically
diverse schools. Based on this assumption, Bellmore et al. (2004) argued that students
who were victimized in diverse schools deviated from the norm more so than did students
who were victimized in homogeneous schools. They suggested that the greater deviation
resulted in higher levels of social anxiety symptoms. No other studies discovered in this
literature review have explored the potential moderating role of school ethnic
composition on the relation between victimization and outcomes.
The goal of Bellmore et al.’s (2004) study was to investigate whether the
influence of ethnicity on victimization changed based on the broader ethnic context.
Bellmore and colleagues (2004) found that ethnicity within context was more relevant to
the understanding of victimization than individual-level ethnicity. There was a
significant interaction between individual ethnicity and percentage same ethnicity on the
relation between victimization and loneliness and social anxiety symptoms. Specifically,
victimization was most strongly associated with poor outcomes among students who
were members of the majority group in the classroom, and was least strongly associated
with poor outcomes among members of the ethnic minority. The relation between
victimization and adjustment for students in ethnically diverse classrooms fell in the
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middle (Bellmore et al., 2004). Bellmore and colleagues (2004) reasoned that majority
group membership was associated with more negative outcomes of victimization because
being victimized was more deviant for majority group members than minority group
members (Bellmore et al., 2004).
Bellmore et al. (2004) linked their findings to the work of Wright, Giammarino,
and Parad (1986), who explored variables relating to social status among male
adolescents. The sample included boys living in small groups during a summer camp.
Wright et al. (1986) found that social status (popularity and rejection) was based on
similarity to or deviance from the characteristics of the group, more so than individuallevel variables. So, for example, withdrawn children had low acceptance and popularity
in high aggression groups, whereas aggressive children had low acceptance and
popularity in low aggression groups. One key difference is that Wright et al. (1986) were
investigating outcome variables based on group dynamics—popularity, rejection—in
which case, it is almost intuitive that deviating from the group norm would impact the
remainder of the group’s acceptance of an individual. On the other hand, Bellmore et al.
(2004) generalized the negative consequences of deviation to self-reported internalizing
symptoms. This implies that an individual’s deviance from a group not only influences
the group’s attitude towards that individual, but also the individual’s internal processes.
Graham et al. (2009) conducted a follow-up, longitudinal study on the data set
used by Bellmore et al. (2004). Focusing on a subsample of only Latino American and
African American students, they investigated the influence of ethnicity on the relation
between peer-reported victimization in fall of sixth grade and self-reported depressive
symptoms and self-worth in spring of sixth grade. They found that victimization
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predicted subsequent depressive symptoms and low self-worth, and the strength of this
relation was comparable for African American and Latino American students (Graham et
al., 2009). Individual ethnicity did not influence the impact of victimization in this case,
perhaps because both Latino American and African American students were members of
dominant ethnic groups. The influence of individual ethnicity on victimization may
change based on the broader ethnic context.
One explanation for victimization is that it occurs in situations characterized by an
imbalance of power (Solberg et al., 2007). By definition, members of minority groups
are outnumbered by members of the majority group, creating an imbalance of power
(Bellmore et al., 2004). Based on these circumstances, it follows that members of the
minority group are more likely to be victimized than members of the majority group.
Graham and Juvonen (2002) found some empirical support for this. Latino Americans
and African Americans, the two largest ethnic groups, were significantly less likely to be
nominated as victims than as aggressors. Conversely, students identifying as European
American or Persian, two numerical ethnic minorities, were significantly more likely to
be perceived as victims than as aggressors (Graham & Juvonen, 2002). Asian Americans
and students identifying as Other were equally likely to be perceived as victims or
aggressors. These findings suggest that ethnic context moderates the influence of
individual ethnicity on the prevalence of victimization, such that the interaction between
individual ethnicity and ethnic composition is more useful in understanding prevalence of
victimization than either factor alone.
If majority group members are less likely to be victimized, it follows that victims
who are in the majority group are more deviant than those in the minority group. Wright

36

et al. (1986) used the term “social misfits” to describe the boys in their study who were
low on person-environment fit and were consequently not accepted by their group.
Wright et al. (1986) emphasized the misfit aspect because the traits that were different
from the group norm were associated with popularity and rejection; the traits that were
similar to the group norm were not associated with either outcome measure. According
to Wright et al. (1986), it is not similarity to the group but deviation from it that is related
to adjustment.
Along the same lines, Graham et al. (2009) hypothesized that characterological
self-blame mediated the relation between victimization and poor outcomes. As explained
previously, Graham and Juvonen (1998) posited that unless a child can find a situational
reason for being victimized, he or she will likely make internal attributions. Adolescents
who are deviant from their group in their experience of victimization are more likely to
make internal attributions. Such attributions are much more harmful for adjustment than
external ones. In their follow-up study to the study conducted by Bellmore and
colleagues (2004), Graham et al. (2009) proposed that being obviously distinct from the
majority group (i.e., of a different ethnicity) presents a clear situational reason for the
victimization. Because of this, the victim can make less harmful attributions, such as
“It’s because we’re different” as opposed to “Something must be wrong with me”.
Graham et al. (2009) found that self-blame mediated the relation between victimization
and depressive symptoms and low self-worth. Members of the minority group who were
victimized were least likely to make internal attributions for victimization, and majority
group members were most likely to do so. Students in highly diverse classrooms fell
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between majority group members and minority group members in characterological selfblame, perhaps because there is more situational uncertainty (Graham et al., 2009).
Victimization is a widespread problem among middle school students that has
been strongly and consistently linked to poor psychosocial adjustment. In an attempt to
more fully understand the negative impact of victimization in the lives of adolescents, a
large body of research has worked to identify moderators of the relation between
victimization and outcomes. Though past research has found that individual ethnicity
does not moderate that relation, person-environment fit models suggest that the
interaction between individual ethnicity and ethnic context may serve to explain
adjustment better than individual ethnicity alone. Although Bellmore et al. (2004) and
Graham et al. (2009) found that the interaction between individual ethnicity and ethnic
context moderated the relation between victimization and subsequent adjustment, these
findings have not been replicated.
The Present Study
Only one study was found that investigated ethnicity in context as a potential
moderator of the relation between victimization and adjustment. Bellmore et al. (2004)
found that the strength of the relation was dependent on whether the student was a
majority or minority group member in their classroom or part of a highly diverse
classroom. This study attempted to replicate those findings and addressed several
limitations of previous research on the impact of ethnicity on the relation between
victimization and adjustment. First, one major assumption of Bellmore et al.’s (2004)
study was that students in the majority are victimized less than students in the minority,
so the relative rarity in occurrence of victimization among the majority group may serve
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to explain why students in the majority were more strongly impacted when they were
victimized. However, Bellmore et al. (2004) did not explicitly test this assumption. This
study tested this assumption by comparing victimization rates for students within the
ethnic minority and majority within schools.
Additionally, Bellmore et al. (2004) assumed that students of different ethnic
backgrounds would be comparably affected by victimization based on whether they were
a member of the majority or minority group at their school. Because of this, they did not
consider whether, for example, the experience of a European American student in an
predominantly African American school may be different than the experience of an
African American student in a predominantly Latino American school. Both were
considered to be in the ethnic minority within their school. Likewise, they assumed that
the experience of an African American student in a predominantly African American
school would be the same as the experience of a Latino American student in a
predominantly Latino American school. The current study explored whether Bellmore et
al.’s (2004) findings regarding the impact of minority status within a school generalize.
Specifically, this study tested whether the moderating role of majority/minority group
membership was the same for African American, Latino American, and European
American adolescents in ethnically diverse or predominantly African American, Latino
American, or European American schools.
A third limitation was that overt victimization and relational victimization were
combined into a single 3-item measure. This presents a problem because previous
research has consistently established that the two types of victimization represent distinct,
though related, constructs (e.g., Crick & Dodge, 1998). This study used two separate
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empirically validated measures of overt and relational victimization in order to examine
the relation between both types of victimization, ethnicity and ethnic context, and
adjustment. It was anticipated that both overt and relational victimization would be
related to this study’s outcome measure, life satisfaction, but that this relation would be
stronger for relational victimization because relational victimization directly targets a
person’s social well being.
Another limitation was that previous research was limited to a single city (Los
Angeles). The data that were used in this study came from four sites in the Midwestern
and Southern U.S: Chicago, Durham, northeastern Georgia, and Richmond, Virginia.
Additionally, the Bellmore et al. (2004) and Graham et al. (2009) studies included 11
schools that were predominantly African American or Latino American or ethnically
diverse. This study included 37 schools that were predominantly African American,
Latino American, or European American or ethnically diverse. This variability provided
a more comprehensive understanding of the interaction between individual ethnicity and
school ethnic composition. Attempting to replicate Bellmore et al.’s (2004) findings with
schools in different geographic areas and a variety of ethnic compositions in a much
larger sample provided a robust test of the generalizability of their findings.
A major limitation of the Bellmore et al. (2004) study was its use of hierarchical
linear regression to examine both individual-level (individual victimization, individual
socially anxious symptomatology, individual loneliness, and individual ethnicity) and the
school-level (school ethnic composition) factors. Hierarchical linear regression is not
appropriate for nested data that include both individual and school-level factors (Bickel,
2007). In their analyses, Bellmore et al. treated school ethnic composition as an
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individual-level variable by creating a percentage same ethnicity variable. Because
school ethnic composition (or percentage same ethnicity) is not an individual-level
variable but is shared by many students in the same sample, the assumption of
independence required for hierarchical regression is violated (Bickel, 2007). Graham et
al. (2009) dealt with the multilevel nature of the data by conducting three separate
structural equation modeling analyses, one for majority group students, one for minority
group students, and one for students in highly diverse schools. Removing school ethnic
composition from the analyses in this way makes it difficult to determine whether the
three resulting models are significantly different. This study used multilevel regression,
which was more appropriate for analyzing multiple levels of independent variables
simultaneously without compromising the validity of the findings.
This study also adds to the literature by exploring the interaction between gender,
ethnicity, and victimization in predicting adjustment. This literature review found no
study in which this interaction was directly explored. However, research on the
moderating effect of gender on the relation between victimization and adjustment is not
conclusive. One possible explanation is that moderation by gender exists for some ethnic
groups, specifically Latino Americans, but not for others.
This study used life satisfaction as a measure of adjustment, in contrast to
previous studies exploring outcomes of victimization that have used measures of
internalizing symptoms, such as anxiety and depression. There is some precedent for
using life satisfaction as an outcome measure of the effect of victimization (Flouri &
Buchanan, 2002; Martin et al., 2008; Martin & Huebner, 2007). By shifting the focus
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from symptomatology to general well being, life satisfaction provides a more global
understanding of victimized adolescents’ functioning.
The present study added to the literature by replicating and extending the study
conducted by Bellmore and colleagues (2004). As research shifts from investigating the
impact of individual-level variables alone to exploring the interaction between an
individual’s characteristics and the characteristics of his or her environment, it is
important to also understand the interaction between a person’s ethnicity and the ethnic
context. Currently, the social-contextual influence of ethnicity on the relation between
victimization and adjustment is extremely limited, though it has significant implications
for theory and practice. Understanding the interaction between ethnicity and ethnic
context may partially explain why adolescents who undergo the same amount of
victimization experience different outcomes. This study tested the application of the
person-environment fit theoretical model and the social misfit hypothesis to ethnicity and
ethnic context.
The present study first tested a model in which individual ethnicity nested within
school ethnic composition moderated the relation between victimization and life
satisfaction (see Figure 1). The present study also tested a model in which the relation
between victimization and life satisfaction was moderated by the interaction between
individual ethnicity and gender. Based on previous research and theory regarding
victimization and person-environment fit, the following hypotheses were examined.
Hypothesis 1. The prevalence of victimization at baseline will vary as a function
of students’ ethnicity and school ethnic composition, such that both overt and relational
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victimization will be highest among students who are members of the numerical minority
in their school and lowest among students who are members of the numerical majority.
Hypothesis 2. School ethnic composition will be associated with life satisfaction
at baseline, with students in ethnically diverse schools reporting higher life satisfaction
than students in low diversity schools.
Hypothesis 3. Life satisfaction at baseline will vary as a function of individual
ethnicity and school ethnic composition. Adolescents at ethnically diverse schools will
report greater life satisfaction. Students in low diversity schools who are members of the
numerical majority will report higher life satisfaction than students in the numerical
minority. Changes in life satisfaction will not be predicted by the interaction between
individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition.
Hypothesis 4. Both baseline overt and relational victimization will be associated
with decreases in life satisfaction after controlling for demographic variables. The
relation between changes in life satisfaction and relational victimization will be stronger
than the relation between changes in life satisfaction and overt victimization.
Hypothesis 5. Individual ethnicity will not be associated with life satisfaction at
baseline or with changes in life satisfaction.
Hypothesis 6. The relation between overt and relational victimization at baseline
and changes in life satisfaction will not be moderated by individual ethnicity.
Hypothesis 7. The relation between overt and relational victimization at baseline
and changes in life satisfaction will be moderated by school ethnic composition, such that
victimization among students in ethnically diverse schools will be more negatively linked
to life satisfaction than among students in low diversity schools.
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Hypothesis 8. The relation between overt and relational victimization at baseline
and changes in life satisfaction will be moderated by an interaction between individuallevel ethnicity and school ethnic composition. Victimization will be more negatively
linked to life satisfaction among students in the majority group than among students in
ethnically diverse schools. Students in ethnically diverse schools will report more
negative associations between victimization and life satisfaction than students in the
minority group. These effects will be comparable across all interactions of individual
ethnicity and school ethnic composition.
Hypothesis 9. The relation between changes in life satisfaction and overt and
relational victimization at Wave 1 will not be moderated by gender.
Hypothesis 10. Ethnicity will moderate the interaction between gender and
victimization at baseline in the prediction of changes in life satisfaction, such that gender
will moderate the effects of victimization for Latino American adolescents but not for
European American or African American adolescents.

School Ethnic
Context

Individual
Ethnicity

Overt
Victimization
Life
Satisfaction
Relational
Victimization

Figure 1. Hypothesized model in which individual ethnicity interacts with school ethnic
context to influence the relation between victimization and life satisfaction.
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Figure 2. Hypothesized model in which gender interacts with individual ethnicity to
influence the relation between victimization and life satisfaction.
Method
Participants
This study was conducted through secondary analysis of data from the Multisite
Violence Prevention Project, which explored the effects of youth violence prevention
programs. Participants were 5,581 sixth grade students, including two cohorts of students
entering sixth grade in 2001 or 2002, who completed surveys in the beginning and end of
the sixth grade. Students were attending 37 schools that were randomly assigned to one
of four intervention conditions: selective, universal, combined, or control. A random
sample of approximately 100 students from each school was selected to complete a
battery of measures that included demographics, overt victimization, relational
victimization, and life satisfaction. In 3 schools with class sizes smaller than 100, the
entire class was selected. The sample was evenly divided by gender (49% male).
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Participating schools were located in the following four sites: Chicago, Illinois;
Durham, North Carolina; Northeastern Georgia; and Richmond, Virginia. Twelve
Chicago schools in neighborhoods with high rates of violence and crime participated in
this project. The majority of students at the Chicago site were from low-income families,
with 96% eligible for federal lunch assistance. In 2000, 57% of Chicago-based students
scored below the national median for achievement on the reading comprehension subtest
of the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (MVPP, 2004). The eight participating middle schools
from Durham served approximately 6,500 students. About 42% of the students were
eligible for the federal free or reduced-price lunch program, and approximately 49% of
sixth grade students scored below grade-level in reading. The participating schools in
northeastern Georgia were 3 urban and 6 rural schools. More than half (about 57%) of
the students in the urban schools in Georgia qualified for the federal free or reduced-price
lunch program, and the average high school dropout rate was 12%. Among the rural
schools in Georgia, an average of 41% of students qualified for the federally free or
reduced-price lunch program. Among the schools in Georgia, the rural schools had a
slightly lower dropout rate (7%) than the urban schools. Eight fairly large schools from
the Richmond public school system participated in the study. Approximately 75% of
students in those schools were eligible for the federal free or reduced-price lunch
program, and the Richmond schools have a 3% high school dropout rate. Across schools,
only 48% of the sample lived in two-parent homes. Tables 1 and 2 indicate demographic
characteristics and family structure of the sample by site.
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of Participating Schools and Sixth Grade Students by Site
Site
Characteristic
Chicago
Durham
Georgia Richmond
Number of schools selected
12
8
9
8
Average of number of sixth graders
70
241
239
236
Female (%)
50%
52%
50%
52%
Eligible free/reduced price lunch (%)
96%
42%
47%
75%
High school dropout rate (%)
17%
2%
9%
3%
Note. N = 5,581 students. Demographic characteristics of schools are based on 2001
data.
Table 2
Self-Reported Family Structure of Participating Sixth Grade Students by Site
Site
Family Structure
Chicago Durham Georgia Richmond
Two-parent
52%
47%
57%
34%
Multigenerational, single parent
11%
5%
7%
9%
Parent with step-parent
8%
11%
11%
14%
Single parent
21%
29%
21%
33%
Foster family
1%
0%
0%
0%
Other adult relative
5%
5%
3%
8%
Other
2%
2%
1%
2%
Total
1370
935
1114
980
Note. N = 4,399. Percentages are based on 2001 and 2002 data.
Table 3
Self-Reported Ethnicity of Participating Sixth Grade Students by Site
Site
Ethnicity
Chicago Durham Georgia Richmond Total (%)
African American
36%
55%
30%
66%
48%
European American
2%
22%
46%
7%
19%
Latino American
52%
8%
11%
6%
22%
Multiracial
6%
9%
8%
9%
8%
Asian American
<1%
2%
1%
<1%
1%
American Indian
1%
1%
1%
2%
1%
Other
3%
3%
2%
3%
3%
Total n
1512
1092
1280
1138
100%
Note. N = 5,022. Percentages and ns are based on 2001 and 2002 data.
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Total
48%
8%
11%
26%
0%
5%
2%
4399

Total n
2386
931
1082
395
44
53
131
5022

The ethnic composition of the overall sample was as follows: 48% African
American, 22% Latino American, 19% European American, 8% multiracial, 1% Asian
American, 1% Native American, and 3% who indicated another race or ethnicity. Ethnic
compositions varied across sites and across schools within sites. Table 3 shows the
ethnic composition of the sample by site.
Procedure
Active parental consent and student assent were obtained from 76% of the eligible
students. At three of the four sites, students received a $5 gift card for returning the
forms regardless of whether they agreed to participate and a $10 gift card after
completing each survey. After receiving standardized instructions from a researcher,
small groups of students completed computer-administered survey interviews (CASI) in
places such as media centers or cafeterias. Researchers entered the students’ identifying
information into the computers before the students entered the testing area. The CASI
took about 40 minutes to complete.
The CASI was available in both English and Spanish, so students were allowed to
choose the language with which they were most comfortable. Students read the survey
questions on the computer screen and listened to them through audio clips spoken by both
men and women of multiple ethnicities. Students could refuse to respond to any question
by typing “R,” but were prompted to re-answer if they entered invalid responses. CASI
was chosen for multiple reasons: it ensured valid responses, made the process easier for
students by skipping follow-up questions if students responded “no” to stem questions,
and assisted students who may have had difficulty reading the questions.
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Data were collected from two cohorts of sixth grade students. The first cohort of
students entered sixth grade in 2001. These students completed the CASI in fall of 2001
and spring of 2002. The second cohort entered sixth grade in 2002, and completed the
CASI in fall of 2002 and spring of 2003.
Student ethnicity. Individual students’ ethnicity was assessed with two
questions. The first was “Are you Hispanic or Latino?” to which the students answered
No, not Hispanic or Latino; Yes, Puerto Rican; Yes, Mexican, Mexican American,
Chicano; or Yes, other Hispanic or Latino and then were given space to print another
group of Hispanic or Latino . The second was “How do you describe yourself?”
Students were prompted to check as many options as apply, from the following: White;
Black or African American; American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian Indian; Other
Asian; or Some other race. Students were given the option to type their racial/ethnic
identification in a box if they checked Some other race. For the purposes of this study,
students who checked more than one box (n = 395) were not included in the analyses.
Also, because a comparatively small number (n = 228) of students identified themselves
as Asian, American Indian, or some other race, only African Americans, Latino
Americans, and European Americans were included in the analyses.
School ethnic composition. The ethnic composition for each of the 37 schools
was determined from 2001-2002 data from the National Center for Education Statistics.
For schools consisting of grades 6 to 8, the entire population of the school was used. For
the schools that served kindergarten through eighth grade, only data from students in
grades 6 to 8 were used. Data on the schools were analyzed to assess whether there was a
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clear point at which an ethnic group changed from a minority group to a majority group
across schools. Figures 3, 4, and 5 show the results.

Figure 3. Percentage of European American students across the 37 schools.

Figure 4. Percentage of Latino American students across the 37 schools.
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Figure 5. Percentage of African American students across the 37 schools.
Bellmore et al. (2004) used a cut-off of 50%, but as shown by the figures, this is
an arbitrary cut-off which would draw distinctions between schools with quite similar
ethnic compositions. For European and Latino Americans, the graphs show a clear break
between schools above and below 60%. For African Americans, there was a break at
57%. Based on these data, schools with 57% or more of their students identifying as
members of a particular race/ethnicity were categorized as majority schools of that
race/ethnicity. If no single racial/ethnic group comprised 57% or more of the school, that
school was classified as ethnically diverse. This system classified 20 schools as
predominantly African American (57% - 100%), 4 as predominantly European American
(60% - 92%), 6 as predominantly Latino American (62% - 98%), and 7 as ethnically
diverse. For a full classification of schools by site, see Table 4.
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Table 4
Number of Schools by Site and Classified According to Predominant Ethnic Group
Site
Predominant Ethnic Group
Chicago Durham
Georgia
Richmond Total
African American
5
6
1
8
20
European American
0
0
5
0
5
Latino American
7
0
0
0
7
Ethnically Diverse
0
2
3
0
5
Note. N = 37 schools. School ethnic composition was based on 2001-2002 data from the
National Center for Education Statistics. Schools with 57% or more of their students
identified as one ethnicity were classified as schools comprised predominantly of that
ethnic group. The remaining schools were classified as ethnically diverse.
Individual-Level Measures
Family structure. Family structure was assessed by asking students to place a
mark by each adult that lived in their house. Options included mother, father,
stepmother/father’s girlfriend, stepfather/mother’s boyfriend, foster mother/guardian,
foster father/guardian, grandmother, grandfather, aunt, uncle, and other relatives or
friends. Participants were categorized as living in a two-parent home, multigenerational
single parent home, parent home with stepparent/significant other, single-parent home
with or without other adults, foster home, adult relative home with neither parent, or
other.
Victimization. Victimization was assessed using the Problem Behavior
Frequency Scale (PBFS) developed by Farrell, Kung, White, and Valois (2000). The
PBFS is comprised of seven subscales that measure physical, nonphysical, and relational
aggression; overt and relational victimization; and drug use and delinquency. This study
used the victimization subscales, which were an extension to the original PBFS
developed by Sullivan, Esposito, and Farrell (2003). For each item, students were
instructed to indicate the frequency with which the items occurred over the past 30 days
on a 6-point scale, from 1 – Never to 6 – 20 or more times. The overt victimization scale
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assessed the extent to which students were threatened or physically or verbally victimized
by their peers. Items ranged from “been hit by another kid” to “been threatened or
injured by someone with a weapon (gun, knife, club, etc.)” One item, “a student asked
you to fight,” was slightly conceptually different in that it suggested the student had some
kind of power in the situation (to say yes or no), whereas the other items all concerned
passive victimization. This item was not included in the scoring. Two items were
dropped due to poor fit (“A student hurt your feelings” and “Other kids encouraged you
to start a fight”), resulting in a 5-item, final version of the scale. The estimated internal
consistency of the overt victimization subscale was strong, with a Cronbach’s alpha of
.84.
The relational victimization subscale of the PBFS was largely based on Crick and
Bigbee’s (1998) Social Experiences Questionnaire-Self-Report (Sullivan et al., 2003).
For the MVPP, some wording changes were made to four of the items on the scale. The
6-item relational victimization scale assessed the extent to which other students
deliberately excluded the respondent or attempted to sabotage his or her relationships and
reputation. Students were prompted to indicate the frequency with which each item had
happened to them over the past 30 days on a 6-point scale (1 – Never to 6 – Twenty or
more times). Sample items are “Had someone spread a false rumor about you;” “Been
left out on purpose by another kid when it was time to do an activity;” and “Had a kid say
they wouldn’t like you unless you do what he/she wanted you to do.” The relational
victimization subscale had high internal consistency (α = .84).
Life satisfaction. Life satisfaction was assessed using a 6-item Life Satisfaction
Scale (Valois et al., 2001). This scale was based on the Multidimensional Students’ Life
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Satisfaction Scale (Huebner, Laughlin, Ash, & Gilman, 1998). Each item began, “I
would describe my satisfaction with _____ as.” The items assessed satisfaction with the
following domains: family life, friendships, school experience, self, where the respondent
lived, and overall life. For example, one item asks, “I would describe my satisfaction
with where I live as…” Response options are 1 – Terrible, 2 - Unhappy, 3 – Mostly
dissatisfied, 4 – Mixed (equally satisfied and dissatisfied), 5 – Mostly satisfied, 6 –
Pleased, and 7 – Delighted. For the purpose of this study, the item assessing satisfaction
with family life was not included for theoretical reasons. This study was particularly
interested in internal adjustment, peer relations, and school adjustment as outcome
variables. Though satisfaction with family life could be linked to victimization at school,
the relation between family life and victimization was outside the scope of this study.
The resulting 5-item scale had good internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .79.
School-Level Measures
School-level measures of classroom climate and school safety problems were
calculated based on individual students’ reports of their perceptions of the classroom
climate. The school-level score on a particular measure was calculated by taking the
mean from the reports from the students within that school. School-level concentrated
disadvantage was calculated from U.S. Census data.
Student classroom climate. Classroom climate was assessed using an 18-item
measure with 3 scales: Student-Student Relationship Scale (7 items), Student-Teacher
Relationship Scale (4 items), and Awareness/Reporting Scale (7 items). Students
responded to statements on a 4-point scale from Strongly disagree to Strongly agree. The
Student-Student Relationship Scale was designed to assess perception of how well
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students in the class got along. Five of the items were reworded items from the Vessel’s
Student Climate Survey (Vessels, 1998). The remaining 2 items were developed for the
MVPP. The internal reliability for this scale, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha, was .61.
The Student-Teacher Relationship Scale assessed perception of the extent to which
teachers treated students with respect. One item was derived from the Vessel’s Student
Climate Survey (Vessels, 1998), and the others were developed for the MVPP. The
Student-Teacher Relationship Scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .66. The
Awareness/Reporting Scale was intended to assess students’ perceptions of the
willingness of teachers and students to take action in response to bullying and aggression.
All of the items in this subscale were developed for the MVPP. The
Awareness/Reporting Scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .63. Higher scores indicated more
positive student-student relationships, more positive student-teacher relationships, and
higher values on reporting or responding to bullying and aggression.
School safety problems. School safety problems were assessed using a 9-item
scale evaluating perceptions of threats to safety at school, such as fighting among
students, students carrying weapons, racial tension, gangs, unsafe areas at school, and
teachers ignoring or not being aware of student conflict and activities. Students
responded on a rating scale ranging from 1 = Serious problem to 4 = Not a problem.
Items were recoded such that higher scores indicate more safety problems. The scale was
developed for the MVPP, and three items were based on the Department of Education’s
School and Staffing Survey (U.S. Department of Education, 1999-2000).
Concentrated disadvantage. Concentrated disadvantage was calculated for each
school district using U.S. Census data from 2000. Scores were compiled from data for
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each census tract, a geographical division containing 2500 to 8000 people and designed
to be fairly homogenous based on demographics and living conditions (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2000). Concentrated disadvantage was based on poverty rate, percent of femaleheaded households, per capita income, percent receiving public assistance, percent
renting, percent with less than a high school diploma, and percent unemployed. First, a
factor analysis was conducted with the previously mentioned demographics using tracts
with at least 50% urban populations. This factor was standardized and labeled
concentrated disadvantage. To compute concentrated disadvantage for non-urban tracts,
factor loadings for each variable were used in the following formula where higher scores
indicate greater disadvantage:
Concentrated disadvantage = -1.064751 + 1.62107*poverty rate +
1.398679*female-headed households - .0127507*per capita income + 3.558305*public
assistance + .6517086*renter + 1.222846*less than a high school diploma +
4.317178*unemployment

(1.0)
Data Analysis

Multilevel modeling was conducted using Statistical Analysis Software (SAS) to
test the study’s hypotheses. The goal of multilevel modeling is to investigate variations
in the intercept and slopes in the regression equation that are due to cluster-level
variables, but that appear as random error in a single level regression. A series of models
were run to test each question. The first set of multilevel models tested the hypothesis
that Wave 1 victimization varied as a function of the interaction between adolescents’
ethnicity and their school ethnic composition. Because victimization was not normally
distributed, the log of victimization was used throughout the analyses. Within this model,
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Wave 1 overt victimization was the outcome variable. Intervention condition, classroom
climate, school safety problems, concentrated disadvantage, and school ethnic
composition, the Level 2 variables, were entered in the first model to control for variation
due to differences at the school level associated with the intervention, school cohesion,
school danger, and school-level SES. Intervention condition (universal, selective,
combined, or control) was dummy-coded with the control condition as the reference
group. School ethnic composition was dummy-coded with ethnically diverse schools as
the reference group, with three dummy-coded variables representing predominantly
African American, predominantly Latino American, and predominantly European
American schools. Level 1 variables, gender, family structure, and individual ethnicity,
were added in the second model. For the purpose of these analyses, individual ethnicity
was dummy-coded into 2 variables, Latino American and European American, with
African American youth as the reference group. Family structure and gender were meancentered (female = -0.5; male = 0.5; no adult male in home = -0.70; adult male in home =
0.30). The multilevel interaction between individual ethnicity and school ethnic
composition was entered in the third model. Changes in -2 Log Likelihood were
observed for each model, and Cohen’s d coefficient was calculated for categorical
variables that were significantly associated with overt victimization. Equation 2.0 shows
the regression for predicting person i in school j’s score on overt victimization.
OVERT1ij = β0j + β1j EURAM + β2j LATAM + rij

(2.0)

In this equation, overt victimization is a function of a random intercept and ethnicity.
Control variables (Level 1 gender and family structure and Level 2 intervention
condition, classroom climate, school safety problems, and concentrated disadvantage)
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were included in the analyses but are not shown in these equations to maintain simplicity.
The intercept and slope representing the relation between individual ethnicity and overt
victimization were modeled as a function of school ethnic composition, as shown in the
following Level 2 equations:
β0 j = γ00 + γ01j EURAM + γ02j LATAM + γ03j AFRAM + u0j

(3.1)

β1 j = γ10 + γ11j EURAM + γ12j LATAM + γ13j AFRAM + u1j

(3.2)

β2 j = γ20 + γ21j EURAM + γ22j LATAM + γ23j AFRAM + u2j

(3.3)

Equations 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 indicate that the random intercept (β0j) and slopes for
victimization and individual ethnicity (β1j and β2j ) varied as a function of a school-level
intercept (γ00, γ10, or γ20) and school ethnic composition. Using multilevel regression to
estimate β1j and β2j determined whether the association between individual ethnicity and
overt victimization was moderated by school ethnic composition. Similar models were
used to test the hypothesis that frequency of relational victimization varied as a function
of individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition, and to test the hypothesis that life
satisfaction at baseline varied as a function of individual ethnicity and school ethnic
composition. Change in -2 Log Likelihood was examined for each model, and Cohen’s d
coefficient was calculated for categorical variables that were significantly associated with
life satisfaction.
The fourth set of multilevel models tested the hypotheses that changes in
adolescents’ life satisfaction varied as a function of victimization experiences and the
interaction between victimization, individual ethnicity, and school ethnic composition.
Wave 2 life satisfaction was entered as the outcome variable. Wave 1 life satisfaction,
school-level demographic variables, intervention condition, classroom climate, school
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safety problems, concentrated disadvantage, and school ethnic composition, were entered
in the first model. The second model added individual-level demographics: gender,
family structure, and individual-level ethnicity. Wave 1 individual-level overt
victimization and school-level overt victimization were entered in the third model. The
fourth, fifth, and sixth models added the Individual Ethnicity x School Ethnic
Composition interaction terms, the School Ethnic Composition x Individual Overt
Victimization interaction terms, and the Individual Ethnicity x Individual Overt
Victimization interaction terms, respectively. The final model in the set added the threeway Individual Overt Victimization x Individual Ethnicity x School Ethnic Composition
interaction terms. Equation 4.0 models changes in life satisfaction as a function of an
individual-level intercept, baseline level of overt victimization, and individual ethnicity,
as well as the interaction between victimization and individual ethnicity.
LIFESAT2ij = β0j + β1jLIFESAT1 + β2jOVERT1 + β3j EURAM + β4j LATAM +
β5j(OVERT1 * EURAM) + β6j(OVERT1 * LATAM) + rij

(4.0)

Equation 5.1 models the individual-level intercept (β0) as a function of a school-level
intercept and the school ethnic composition, as well as the Level 2 control variables (not
shown).
β0j = γ00 + γ01j EURAM + γ02j LATAM + γ03j AFRAM + u0

(5.1)

Additionally, the relations between life satisfaction and overt victimization and between
life satisfaction and ethnicity are modeled as a function of school ethnic composition, as
shown in Equation 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4.
β2j = γ10 + γ11j EURAM + γ12j LATAM + γ13j AFRAM + u2j

(5.2)

β3j = γ20 + γ21j EURAM + γ22j LATAM + γ23j AFRAM + u3j

(5.3)
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β4j = γ30 + γ31j EURAM + γ32 LATAM + γ33j AFRAM + u4j

(5.4)

Finally, equations 5.5 and 5.6 model the relation between life satisfaction and the
interaction between overt victimization and ethnicity (β5 and β4) as a function of school
ethnic composition.
β5j = γ40 + γ41j EURAM + γ42j LATAM + γ43j AFRAM + u5j

(5.5)

β6j = γ50 + γ51jEURAM + γ52j LATAM + γ53j AFRAM + u6j

(5.6)

Combining the Level 1 and Level 2 models made it possible to predict life satisfaction
using individual-level and contextual variables and to identify the impact of cross-level
interactions. These models tested whether individual ethnicity and school ethnic
composition interact to moderate the relation between overt victimization and life
satisfaction. The next set of multilevel models was identical except that it used relational
victimization in place of overt victimization. Changes in -2 Log Likelihood was
observed at each step, and Cohen’s d was calculated for categorical variables that were
significantly related to changes in life satisfaction.
The final set of multilevel analyses tested the hypothesis that the interaction
between gender and ethnicity moderated the relation between victimization and Wave 2
life satisfaction. Interactions between individual ethnicity, gender, and victimization
were added to a model in which school-level variables, individual demographics, and
school- and individual-level overt victimization predicted changes in life satisfaction.
First, the Ethnicity x Gender interaction terms were entered, followed by the Overt
Victimization x Gender interaction term and the Overt Victimization x Ethnicity
interaction terms. The final model added one three-way interaction: Overt Victimization
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x Individual Ethnicity x School Ethnicity. The following equations outline the multilevel
model.
LIFESAT2ij = β0j + β1jLIFESAT1 + β2jGENDER1 + β3jEURAM + β4jLATAM +
β5jOVERT1 + β6j(GENDER * EURAM) + β7j(GENDER * LATAM) +
β8j(OVERT1*GENDER) + β9j (OVERT1*EURAM) + β10j (OVERT1*
LATAM) + β11j OVERT1*GENDER*EURAM) +
β12j (OVERT1*GENDER*LATAM) + rij

(6.0)

Equation 6.1 models the individual-level intercept (β0) as a function of a school-level
intercept and the school ethnic composition, as well as the Level 2 control variables (not
shown).
β0j = γ00 + γ01jEURAM + γ02jLATAM + γ03jAFRAM + u0j

(6.1)

Change in -2 Log Likelihood was examined at each step, and Cohen’s d coefficient was
calculated for categorical variables that significantly predicted changes in life
satisfaction. The final multilevel regression was identical except that it used relational
victimization in place of overt victimization.
Results
Descriptive Statistics
Means and standard deviations for Wave 1 and 2 individual-level variables are
reported in Table 5. School-level variables are only reported for Wave 1 because Wave 2
school-level data were not included in the multilevel models (see Table 6).
Table 5
Wave 1 and 2 Means and Standard Deviations for Individual-Level Variables
Wave 1
Wave 2
Variable
Mean
SD
Mean
SD
Overt Victimization
1.85
0.92
1.87
0.95
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Relational Victimization
1.73
0.84
1.72
0.89
Life Satisfaction
5.36
1.34
5.36
1.33
Note. Ns ranged from 4,889 for Wave 1 life satisfaction to 5,070 for Wave 2 overt
victimization due to missing data.
Table 6
Wave 1 Means and Standard Deviations for School-Level Variables
Variable
Mean
SD
Overt Victimization
1.88
0.13
Relational Victimization
1.76
0.10
Life Satisfaction
5.33
0.28
Student-Student Relationships
2.67
0.07
Student-Teacher Relationships
3.12
0.08
Awareness and Reporting
2.96
0.08
School Safety Problems
1.82
0.26
Concentrated Disadvantage
.56
0.93
Note. N = 37 schools.
Correlations among Measures
Table 7 reports Pearson correlations among the Wave 1 observed variables.
Stability coefficients representing the correlation across waves were .51 (p < .01) for life
satisfaction, .54 (p < .01) for relational victimization, and .56 (p < .01) for overt
victimization, which are moderate correlations according to Cohen’s criteria (Cohen,
1992). Correlations between overt and relational victimization were large, and both overt
and relational victimization had small negative correlations with life satisfaction (Cohen,
1992). Among school-level variables, student-student relationships, student-teacher
relationships, awareness/reporting, and school safety problems were all significantly
correlated (r values ranged from -.11 to .78, p < .01). Correlations were large among
measures of classroom climate (r values ranged from .50 to .78) and small between
school safety problems and measures of classroom climate (r values ranged from .11 to
.25; Cohen, 1992). The only school-level variable correlated with concentrated
disadvantage was school safety problems (r = .23, p < .01).
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Table 7
Wave 1 Correlations among Individual- and School-Level Variables
Individual-Level Variables
Variable
1
2
3
1. Overt Victimization
2. Relational Victimization
3. Life Satisfaction
4. Student-Student Relationships
5. Student-Teacher Relationships
6. Awareness/Reporting
7. School Safety Problems
8. Concentrated Disadvantage
Note. N = 4,114 .
* p < .05. ** p < .01

__
.70**
-.25**
-.02
-.06**
-.02
.10**
.06**

__
-.20**
-.01
-.01
.01
.05**
.03

__
-.04*
.06**
-.03
-.19**
-.15**
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4

__
.50**
.78**
.25**
-.01

School-Level Variables
5
6

__
.60**
-.11**
-.03

__
.20**
.01

7

__
.23**

Multilevel Models
Individual- and school-level differences in overt victimization. The first set of
analyses examined the relation between ethnicity at the individual and school level and
the frequency of experiencing overt victimization based on Wave 1 data. A series of
models was used to control for school-level and individual characteristics (see Table 8).
Model 1, which included school-level variables, accounted for a significant amount of the
variance in overt victimization [χ2(12) = 4602.1, p < .001]. School safety problems was
the only school-level variable within this model that uniquely predicted overt
victimization such that students at schools with high levels of school safety problems
reported higher frequencies of overt victimization (B = .20, p = .003).
The addition of individual-level demographics in Model 2 significantly improved
the fit of the model (χ2Δ(4) = 129.2, p < .001). All four demographic variables were
significant predictors within this model. Male adolescents reported higher levels of overt
victimization than did female adolescents (B = .12, d = 0.13, p < .001). In contrast,
adolescents with an adult male in their home reported less frequent experiences of overt
victimization than those without an adult male in the home (B = .04, d = .04, p = .008).
Of primary interest to the present study was the relation between ethnicity and the
frequency of overt victimization. Relative to African American students, Latino
American (B = -.05, d = .05, p = .02) and European American students (B = -.09, d = .10,
p < .001) reported lower rates of overt victimization (see Figure 9). It should be noted
that all of these significant individual-level effects were fairly small based on Cohen’s
(1992) criteria for low, medium, and large effects.
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Table 8
Parameter Estimates for Multilevel Models Predicting Wave 1 Overt Victimization from
School-Level Variables, Individual Demographics, and Cross-Level Interactions
Model
Variable
1
2
3
School-level variables
Student-student relations

-.23

-.20

-.22

Student-teacher relations
-.13
-.14
-.13
Awareness/reporting
.23
.21
.22
School safety problems
.20**
.15*
.15*
Concentrated disadvantage
-.01
-.01
-.01
a
Predominantly African American
.06
.03
.04
a
Predominantly Latino American
.00
.03
.09
a
Predominantly European American
.01
.04
-.04
Individual-level demographics
Genderb
.12***
.13**
b
Adult male in home
-.04**
-.04**
c
European American
-.09***
-.01*
c
Latino American
-.05*
.03
Individual Ethnicity x School Ethnic Composition
European American x Pred.d African American
-.02
European American x Pred. Latino American
.04
European American x Pred. European American
.10
Latino American x Pred. African American
-.06
Latino American x Pred. Latino American
-.15
Latino American x Pred. European American
.06
Note. N = 4,253. Intervention effects were controlled but are not listed in the table.
a
Reference group was ethnically diverse schools. bMean-centered. cReference group was
African American students. dPredominantly.
* p <.05. **p <.01. **p<.001.
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Model 3 added interaction terms to this model in order to test Hypothesis 1, which
predicted that the relation between individual level ethnicity and frequency of overt
victimization would vary as a function of school ethnicity. Although the addition of
interaction terms between individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition improved
the overall fit of the model, χ2Δ(6) = 12.6, p < .05, none of the individual interaction
terms reached significance at p < .05. Contrary to Hypothesis 1, there was no significant
interaction between individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition. In other words,
the previously reported differences in levels of overt victimization reported by students
from different ethnic groups did not vary as a function of school context as had been
predicted.

Figure 6. Means and confidence intervals for frequency of Wave 1 overt victimization
across ethnic groups. Values were log transformed. Standard errors are represented in
the figure by the error bars attached to each column.
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Individual- and school-level ethnic differences in relational victimization.
The second set of analyses used the same model as for overt victimization but with
relational victimization as the outcome variable (see Table 9). The first model, consisting
of school-level variables, accounted for a significant amount of the variance in relational
victimization [χ2(12) = 4311.8, p < .001]. Within this model, only school safety problems
was uniquely associated with relational victimization (B = .13, p = .03). According to
Cohen’s (1992) criteria for effect sizes, school safety problems explained a small amount
of the variance in relational victimization.
The addition of individual-level demographics in Model 2 significantly improved
the fit of the model [χ2Δ(4) = 10.7, p < .05]. As with overt victimization, ethnicity
predicted the prevalence of relational victimization. Compared to African American
adolescents, European American adolescents reported significantly fewer relational
victimization experiences (B = -.04, d = .05, p = .05). This effect size was small
according to Cohen’s criteria for effect sizes (Cohen, 1992). Figure 10 displays the
means and confidence intervals for prevalence of relational victimization across ethnic
groups. Model 3 added interaction terms to this model in order to test Hypothesis 1,
which predicted that the relation between individual ethnicity and frequency of relational
victimization would vary as a function of school ethnicity. Within this model,
interactions between individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition were not
significant [χ2Δ(6) = 7.3, p > .05]. In other words, the relation between individual
ethnicity and relational victimization did not vary as a function of school ethnic
composition, contrary to hypothesis.
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Table 9
Parameter Estimates for Multilevel Models Predicting Wave 1 Relational Victimization
from School-Level Variables, Individual Demographics, and Cross-Level Interactions
Model
Variable
1
2
3
School-level Variables
Student-student relations

-.20

-.20

-.19

Student-teacher relations
-.06
-.09
-.07
Awareness/reporting
.18
.19
.18
School safety problems
.13*
.11
.12*
Concentrated disadvantage
.00
.00
.00
a
Predominantly African American
.00
-.01
-.01
a
Predominantly Latino American
-.01
-.01
-.02
a
Predominantly European American
.04
.05
.00
Individual-level Demographics
Genderb
-.01
-.01
b
Adult male in home
-.03
-.02
c
European American
-.04*
-.05
c
Latino American
.00
.05
Individual Ethnicity x School Ethnic Composition
European American x Pred.d African American
-.03
European American x Pred. Latino American
.11
European American x Pred. European American
.09
Latino American x Pred. African American
-.04
Latino American x Pred. Latino American
-.05
Latino American x Pred. European American
-.02
Note. N = 4,252. Intervention effects were controlled but are not listed in the table.
a
Reference group was ethnically diverse schools. bMean-centered. cReference group was
African American students. dPredominantly.
* p <.05. **p <.01.
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Figure 7. Means and confidence intervals for frequency of Wave 1 relational
victimization across ethnic groups. Values were log transformed. Standard errors are
represented in the figure by the error bars attached to each column.
Individual- and school-level ethnic differences in life satisfaction. The third
set of analyses examined the relation between ethnicity at the individual and school level
and life satisfaction based on Wave 1 data. A series of models was used to control for
school-level and individual characteristics (see Table 10). Model 1, which consisted of
school-level variables, explained a significant amount of the variance in overt
victimization [χ2(12) = 14019.5, p < .001]. Multiple school-level variables were uniquely
predictive of life satisfaction. School-level student-teacher relationships predicted life
satisfaction, such that adolescents who attended schools with more positive studentteacher relationships reported greater life satisfaction (B = .90, p = .02). School safety
problems also predicted life satisfaction, such that adolescents attending schools with
greater safety problems reported lower life satisfaction (B = -.97, p < .001). Similarly,
adolescents attending schools in neighborhoods with greater concentrated disadvantage
reported less life satisfaction (B = -.07, p = .02). In contrast, school ethnic composition
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was not significantly associated with individual-level life satisfaction, contrary to
Hypothesis 2.
The addition of individual-level demographics in Model 2 significantly improved
the overall fit of the model [χ2Δ(4) = 68, p < .001]. Male adolescents reported less life
satisfaction than did females (B = -.25, d = .19, p < .001). Having an adult male in the
home was associated with significantly higher life satisfaction (B = .10, d = .07, p = .03).
European American students reported significantly higher life satisfaction than African
American adolescents (B = .28, d = .21, p < .001) and Latino American adolescents (see
Figure 8). It should be noted that the effect sizes for gender, family structure, and
ethnicity were small according to Cohen’s criteria (Cohen, 1992).
Model 3 added interaction terms to test the hypothesis that the interaction between
school ethnic composition and individual ethnicity was associated with life satisfaction.
The addition of the interaction terms contributed to model fit [χ2Δ(6) = 45; p < .001]. As
predicted by Hypothesis 2, life satisfaction varied as a function of the interaction between
individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition. The interaction between Latino
American ethnicity and predominantly Latino American schools was significant (B = .69,
p = .006), as well as the interaction between European American ethnicity and
predominantly Latino American schools (B = -.73, p = .007). Figure 9 charts the means
and confidence intervals for life satisfaction scores in each combination of school ethnic
composition and individual ethnicity after controlling for other school-level and
individual-level variables.
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Table 10
Parameter Estimates for Multilevel Models Predicting Wave 1 Life Satisfaction from
School-Level Variables, Individual Demographics, and Cross-Level Interactions
Model
Variable
1
2
3
School-level Variables
Student-student relations
.60
.68
.79
Student-teacher relations
.90*
.94*
.93*
Awareness/reporting
-.46
-.52
-.61
School safety problems
-.97***
-.80***
-.77
Concentrated disadvantage
-.07*
-.07*
-.07*
a
Predominantly African American
.10
.16
.16
a
Predominantly Latino American
.09
.17
-.14
a
Predominantly European American
-.10
-.18
-.27
Individual-level Demographics
Genderb
-.25***
-.24**
b
Adult male in home
.10*
.10
c
European American
.28***
.33**
c
Latino American
-.11
-.42*
Individual Ethnicity x School Ethnic Composition
European American x Pred.d African American
-.02
European American x Pred. Latino American
-.73**
European American x Pred. European American
.06
Latino American x Pred. African American
-.01
Latino American x Pred. Latino American
.69**
Latino American x Pred. European American
.31
Note. N = 4,168. Intervention effects were controlled but are not listed in the table.
a
Reference group was ethnically diverse schools. bMean-centered. cReference group was
African American students. dPredominantly.
* p <.05. **p <.01.
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Contrary to Hypothesis 2, European Americans reported the lowest life
satisfaction when they were in the majority group (i.e., in predominantly European
American schools) and the highest levels when they were in predominantly African
American or ethnically diverse schools. Also contrary to Hypothesis 2, Latino
Americans reported comparable levels of life satisfaction in predominantly African
American, predominantly Latino American, and ethnically diverse schools. However,
Latino Americans reported significantly higher life satisfaction when in predominantly
European American schools. As anticipated by Hypothesis 2, African Americans
reported higher levels of life satisfaction when they were in the majority, followed by
when they were in ethnically diverse schools. African Americans reported the lowest life
satisfaction when they were in the minority.

Figure 8. Means and confidence intervals for Wave 1 life satisfaction across ethnic
groups. Values on the Life Satisfaction Scale ranged from 1 to 7. Standard errors are
represented in the figure by error bars attached to each column.
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Figure 9. Means and confidence intervals for Wave 1 Life Satisfaction across ethnic
groups and school ethnic compositions. Values on the Life Satisfaction Scale ranged
from 1 to 7. Standard errors are represented in the figure by error bars attached to each
column.
Predicting changes in life satisfaction from Wave 1 victimization. The
remainder of the analyses examined the relation between changes in life satisfaction and
Wave 1 victimization. A series of models was used to control for Wave 1 school-level
and individual characteristics (see Table 11). Model 1, which consisted of Wave l life
satisfaction and school-level variables, accounted for a significant amount of the variance
in changes in life satisfaction [χ2(13) = 12712.1, p < .001]. Within this model, Wave 1
life satisfaction significantly predicted Wave 2 life satisfaction (B = .50, p < .001).
Student-student relations was the only school-level variable that was significantly
predictive of changes in life satisfaction, such that adolescents who attended schools with
more positive student-student relations reported increases in life satisfaction (B = 1.32, p
= .03). Contrary to Hypothesis 4, school ethnic composition was unrelated to life
satisfaction.

73

The addition of individual-level variables in Model 2 did not improve the overall
fit of the model [χ2Δ(4) = 7.7, p < .05]. However, family structure was associated with
changes in life satisfaction (B = .08, d = .06, p = .04). Adolescents with an adult male in
the home reported greater life satisfaction than adolescents without an adult male in the
home, but this effect size was small (Cohen, 1992). As predicted by Hypothesis 5,
individual ethnicity was unrelated to changes in life satisfaction.
Table 11
Parameter Estimates for Multilevel Models Predicting Changes in Life Satisfaction from
Wave 1 School-Level Variables and Individual Demographics
Model
Variable
1
2
Wave 1 Life Satisfaction
.50***
.50***
School-level Variables
Student-student relations
1.32*
1.29*
Student-teacher relations
.31
.34
Awareness/reporting
-.85
-.84
School safety problems
-.11
-.08
Concentrated disadvantage
-.04
-.04
Predominantly African Americana
-.12
-.09
a
Predominantly Latino American
-.18
-.23
Predominantly European Americana
.02
.00
Individual-level Demographics
Genderb
-.04
Adult male in homeb
.08*
c
European American
.06
Latino Americanc
.06
Note. N = 4,120. Intervention effects are controlled but are not included in the table.
a
Reference group was ethnically diverse schools. bMean-centered. cReference group was
African American students.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
The next set of analyses examined the relation between changes in life satisfaction
and overt victimization. Adding Wave 1 school- and individual-level overt victimization
to a model in which Wave 1 life satisfaction, school-level variables, and individual
demographics were controlled accounted for a significant amount of the changes in life
satisfaction [χ2Δ(2) = 66.1, p < .001; see Table 12]. Within this model, Wave 1
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individual-level overt victimization predicted changes in life satisfaction (B = -.34, p <
.001). Adolescents with higher levels of overt victimization at Wave 1 reported
decreases in life satisfaction at Wave 2.
The addition of interactions between individual-level overt victimization and
school ethnic composition in Model 4 did not contribute to model fit [χ2Δ(3) = 1.5, p >
.05]. The relation between individual-level overt victimization and life satisfaction did
not vary as a function of school ethnic composition, contrary to hypothesis. Model 5,
which included the interactions between individual-level overt victimization and
individual ethnicity, did not improve the overall model [χ2Δ(2) = 1.4, p > .05]. As
hypothesized, the relation between individual-level overt victimization and life
satisfaction was not moderated by individual ethnicity. The addition of the interactions
between individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition in Model 6 did not contribute
to model fit [χ2Δ(6) = 9.9, p > .05]. This indicates that the relation between individual
ethnicity and changes in life satisfaction did not vary as a function of school ethnic
composition, contrary to Hypothesis 4. The addition of three-way interactions between
individual overt victimization, individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition in
Model 7 did not contribute to model fit, contrary to Hypothesis 8 [χ2Δ(6) = 1.2, p > .05].
In other words, the previously reported decreases in life satisfaction associated with overt
victimization did not vary as a function of individual ethnicity within school ethnic
composition as had been predicted.
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Table 12
Parameters for Multilevel Models Predicting Changes in Life Satisfaction from Wave 1 Overt Victimization, Individual Ethnicity, and
School Ethnic Composition
Model
Variable
3
4
5
6
7
Overt Victimization
School overt victimization
.10
.09
.09
.10
.10
I.a overt victimization
-.34***
-.30*
-.29*
-.28*
-.23
Victimization x School Ethnic Composition
I. overt victimization. x Pred.b African Americanc
-.08
-.08
-.09
-.15
I. overt victimization. x Pred. Latino Americanc
.05
.16
.15
.13
I. overt victimization. x Pred. European American
-.09
-.10
-.14
-.19
Victimization x Individual Ethnicity
I. overt victimization x Latino Americand
-.16
-.16
-.01
I. overt victimization. x European Americand
.01
.04
-.50
Individual Ethnicity x School Ethnic Composition
European American x Pred. African American
-.17
-.22
European American x Pred. Latino American
-.32
-.37
European American x Pred. European American
-.14
-.16
Latino American x Pred. African American
-.32
-.51
Latino American x Pred. Latino American
-.10
-.25
Latino American x Pred. European American
.11
-.20
Victimization x Individual Ethnicity x School Ethnic Composition
I. overt victimization x European American x Pred. African American
.11
I. overt victimization x European American x Pred. Latino American
.10
I. overt victimization x European American x Pred. European American
.02
I. overt victimization x Latino American x Pred. African American
.36
I. overt victimization x Latino American x Pred. Latino American
.30
I. overt victimization x Latino American x Pred. European American
.58
Note. N = 4,120. Intervention effects, Wave 1 life satisfaction, school-level variables, and individual demographics were controlled
but are not listed in the table. Model 1 and Model 2 are identical to those listed in Table 11 and are therefore not reported.
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a

Individual. bPredominantly. cReference group was ethnically diverse schools.
Reference group was African American students.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
d

The fifth set of models examined the moderating role of gender and ethnicity on
the relation between overt victimization and changes in life satisfaction (see Table 13).
Because these analyses followed the structure of the previous set of multilevel models,
the findings are identical prior to the introduction of the Gender x Individual Ethnicity
interaction terms. Model 4, which included the interactions between gender and
individual ethnicity, did not contribute to model fit [χ2Δ(3) = 0.4, p > .05]. This indicates
that adolescents’ changes in life satisfaction did not vary based on gender and individual
ethnicity. Similarly, the addition of the interaction between overt victimization and
gender in Model 5 did not contribute to model fit [χ2Δ(1) = 1.8, p > .05]. As
hypothesized, the relation between overt victimization and changes in life satisfaction did
not vary as a function of adolescents’ gender.
Model 7 added the three-way interactions between overt victimization, individual
ethnicity, and gender in order to test the hypothesis that the relation between changes in
life satisfaction varied as a function of the interaction between gender and individual
ethnicity. The three-way interactions did not contribute to model fit [χ2Δ(2) = 0.8, p >
.05]. Contrary to hypothesis, the impact of victimization on life satisfaction was not
influenced by the interaction between gender and individual ethnicity.
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Table 13
Parameter Estimates for Multilevel Models Predicting Changes in Life Satisfaction from
Overt Victimization, Gender, Ethnicity, and School Ethnic Composition
Model
Variable
4
5
6
7
Gender x Ethnicity
Gendera x European Americanb
.00
.01
.01
-.07
b
Gender x Latino American
.06
.06
.07
.04
Gender x Overt Victimization
Gender x overt victimization
.11
.11
.06
Ethnicity x Overt Victimization
Latino American x overt victimization
-.03
-.03
European American x overt victimization
.00
-.02
Gender x Ethnicity x Overt Victimization
Gender x Latino American x overt victimization
.05
Gender x European American x overt victimization
.20
Note. N = 4,120. Intervention effects, Wave 1 life satisfaction, school-level variables,
individual demographics, and school- and individual-level overt victimization were
controlled but are not listed in the table. Model 1 and Model 2 are identical to those
listed in Table 11, and Model 3 is identical to that listed in Table 12, so those models are
not reported.
a
Mean-centered. bReference group was African American students.
The sixth set of analyses examined the relation between changes in life
satisfaction and relational victimization and ethnicity at the individual and school level
(see Table 14). These models followed the same pattern outlined in the previous
sections, with relational victimization substituted for overt victimization. Because of this,
the findings are identical for Models 1 and 2 and are therefore not reported. Model 3
included individual- and school-level relational victimization at Wave 1 to test the
hypothesis that relational victimization predicted changes in life satisfaction. The model
contributed to the overall model fit [χ2Δ(2) = 44.3, p > .05]. Within the model,
individual-level relational victimization significantly predicted decreases in life
satisfaction, as hypothesized (B = -.27, p < .001). Contrary to hypothesis, this relation
was not different from that between overt victimization and changes life satisfaction,
95% CIs for overt victimization [-.26, -.43] and relational victimization [-.18, -.36.]
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Table 14
Parameter Estimates for Multilevel Models Predicting Changes in Life Satisfaction from Relational Victimization, Individual
Ethnicity, and School Ethnic Composition
Model
Variable
3
4
5
6
7
Relational Victimization
School relational victimization
.28
.28
.28
.31
.31
I.a relational victimization
-.27***
-.15
-.03
-.02
.04
Relational Victimization x School Ethnic Composition
I. relational victimization x Pred.b African Americanc
-.14
-.21
-.22
-.28
I. relational victimization x Pred. Latino Americanc
-.11
.08
.07
-.09
c
I. relational victimization x Pred. European American
-.17
-.07
-.09
-.37
Relational Victimization x Individual Ethnicity
I. relational victimization x Latino Americand
-.38**
-.39**
-.67
I. relational victimization x European Americand
-.24
-.22
-.34
Individual Ethnicity x School Ethnic Composition
European American x Pred. African American
-.17
-.22
European American x Pred. Latino American
-.31
-.52
European American x Pred. European American
-.15
-.29
Latino American x Pred. African American
-.31
-.40
Latino American x Pred. Latino American
-.08
-.27
Latino American x Pred. European American
.08
-.33
Relational Victimization x Ethnicity x School Ethnic Composition
I. relational victimization x European American x Pred. African American
.10
I. relational victimization x European American x Pred. Latino American
.43
I. relational victimization x European American x Pred. European American
.32
I. relational victimization x Latino American x Pred. African American
.19
I. relational victimization x Latino American x Pred. Latino American
.38
I. relational victimization x Latino American x Pred. European American
.90
Note. N = 4,120. Intervention effects, Wave 1 life satisfaction, school-level variables, and individual-level demographics were
controlled but are not listed in the table. Model 1 and Model 2 are identical to those in Table 11 and are therefore not reported.
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a

Individual. bPredominantly. cReference group was ethnically diverse schools.
Reference group was African American students.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.
d

Model 4, in which the interactions between individual-level relational
victimization and school ethnic composition were added, tested the hypothesis that the
impact of relational victimization was moderated by school ethnic composition. The
addition of the interaction terms did not account for a significant amount of the variance
[χ2Δ(3) = 1, p > .05]. Contrary to Hypothesis 7, the relation between relational
victimization and life satisfaction described previously did not vary as a function of
school ethnic composition. Model 5, which consisted of the interactions between
individual ethnicity and relational victimization, contributed to model fit [χ2Δ(2) = 8.2, p
< .05]. However, contrary to hypothesis, individual ethnicity did significantly moderate
the relation between changes in life satisfaction and relational victimization (B = -.38, p =
.008; see Figure 10). Latino American adolescents who were relationally victimized
reported greater decreases in life satisfaction than African American adolescents who
were victimized. The addition of the three-way interactions between relational
victimization, individual ethnicity, and school ethnic composition in Model 7 tested the
hypothesis that the relation between changes in life satisfaction, relational victimization,
and individual ethnicity varied as a function of school ethnic composition. Contrary to
Hypothesis 8, the addition did not contribute to the overall model [χ2Δ(6) = 2.6, p > .05].
The relation between changes in life satisfaction, relational victimization, and individual
victimization described previously did not vary as a function of school ethnic
composition.
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Figure 10. Regression weights illustrating the interaction between individual ethnicity
and relational victimization in predicting changes in life satisfaction. Standard errors are
represented in the figure by error bars attached to each column.
The final set of analyses examined whether the relation between relational
victimization and changes in life satisfaction was moderated by the interaction between
gender and individual ethnicity (see Table 15). This analysis followed the structure of
the previous set of multilevel models exploring the relation between life satisfaction and
relational victimization. Model 4, which included the interactions between gender and
individual ethnicity, did not account for a significant amount of the variance in changes
in life satisfaction [χ2Δ(2) = 0.5, p > .05]. The addition of the interaction between gender
and relational victimization in Model 5 did not improve the fit of the model [χ2Δ(1) =
0.02, p > .05]. As predicted by Hypothesis 9, the relation between Wave 2 life
satisfaction and Wave 1 relational victimization was not moderated by gender. Of
primary interest was the relation between victimization, ethnicity, and gender in the
prediction of changes in life satisfaction. Model 7, which consisted of the three-way
interaction between relational victimization, ethnicity, and gender, did not contribute to
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the overall model [χ2Δ(1) = 1.3, p > .05]. Contrary to Hypothesis 10, the relation
between Wave 2 life satisfaction and Wave 1 relational victimization was not moderated
by the interaction between individual ethnicity and gender.
Table 15
Parameter Estimates for Multilevel Models Predicting Changes in Life Satisfaction from
Relational Victimization, Gender, Ethnicity, and School Ethnic Composition
Model
Variable
4
5
6
7
Gender x Ethnicity
Gendera x European Americanb
-.03
-.03
-.03
-.03
b
Gender x Latino American
.04
.04
.04
.15
Gender x Relational Victimization
Gender x relational
.04
.04
.10
Ethnicity x Relational Victimization
Latino American x relational
-.21*
-.21*
European American x relational
-.16
-.16
Gender x Ethnicity x Relational Victimization
Gender x Latino American x relational
-.24
Gender x European American x relational
.00
-2 Log Likelihood
12659.6 12659.4 12654.9 12653.6
Note. N = Note. N = 4,120. Intervention effects, school-level variables, individual-level
demographics, and main effects of school- and individual-level relationship victimization
were controlled but are not listed in the table. Model 1 and 2 are identical to those in
Table 11, and Model 3 is identical to that in Table 14, so those models are not reported.
a
Mean-centered. bReference group was African American adolescents.
Discussion
The first goal of this study was to examine the relation between adolescents’
victimization experiences and life satisfaction, and to examine how this relation varied as
a function of an interaction between individual-level ethnicity and school ethnic
composition. Hypotheses were based on the person-environment fit model, which posits
that psychological outcomes are a function of the interplay between an individual and his
or her context. Thus, it was expected that life satisfaction would be higher and
victimization would be lower in situations in which adolescents were part of the majority
group. It was also expected that life satisfaction would be more negatively affected by
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victimization experiences when adolescents were in the majority. Contrary to hypothesis,
the pattern of results indicated that the frequency of victimization was unrelated to school
ethnic composition. Individual ethnicity nested within school ethnic context did impact
baseline life satisfaction, but not in the anticipated direction. The impact of victimization
on changes in life satisfaction was not influenced by individual ethnicity nested within
school ethnic composition. Also contrary to expectations, the influence of victimization
on changes in life satisfaction did not vary based on the interaction between gender and
individual ethnicity.
Ethnic Differences in Frequency of Victimization
A key focus of the present study was to examine the extent to which adolescents
who are members of an ethnic minority within a school experience higher levels of
victimization. This was a basic premise of Bellmore et al. (2004) to explain their finding
that victimization more strongly affected adolescents who were members of the majority
group at their school. Bellmore et al. interpreted their findings based on the personenvironment fit model, which argued that the mismatch between an individual being
victimized while belonging to a group that was generally not victimized would cause that
person to experience poorer psychological outcomes. Bellmore et al. (2004) did not test
their assumption that members of the majority were less victimized in their sample. In
the present study, frequency of victimization was not related to minority/majority status.
However, rates of victimization did differ across ethnic groups.
After controlling for school-level factors, both European American and Latino
American adolescents reported less frequent overt victimization than African American
adolescents, and European American adolescents reported less frequent relational
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victimization than did African American adolescents. This pattern did not, however,
differ across schools that varied in their ethnic composition. In other words, effects
differed according to an individual’s ethnicity, regardless of whether they were in the
majority or minority ethnic group at their school. This is counter to prior research that
found that European Americans report comparable or higher levels of overt victimization
than African Americans (e.g., DeVos & Kaffenberger, 2003). These findings are also
contrary to studies that have found lower levels of relational victimization among Latino
American adolescents (e.g., Tharp-Taylor et al., 2009). It is unclear why the rates of
victimization across ethnic groups differed from multiple other studies. At first it was
hypothesized that controlling for variation due to school-level variables such as school
ethnic composition, concentrated disadvantage, and school safety problems caused the
differences, but removing school-level variables from the model did not alter the findings
regarding the relation between individual ethnicity and victimization.
These findings may have differed from previous studies because of differences
across measures used to assess victimization. For example, two of the studies finding
higher rates of victimization among European American adolescents used peernominations in samples where European American adolescents were the clear minority
(Graham & Juvonen, 2002; Hanish & Guerra, 200b). Due to illusory correlation,
adolescents in those samples may have associated two relatively rare events (being
European American and being victimized) and thus thought of their European American
peers when asked to list peers who were victimized. Specifically, the distinctivenessbased illusory correlation occurs when people perceive a relationship between a
distinctive group and a distinctive trait even though the relationship does not exist
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(Sherman et al., 2009). Though illusory correlation may serve as a partial explanation for
the different rates of victimization among European American adolescents, one selfreport study found lower rates of victimization among African American adolescents
(Nansel et al., 2001). However, that study used a measure simply asking how often the
adolescent had been bullied inside of school and outside of school during the school term
(Nansel et al., 2001). The use of a single-item measure that lacked a clear definition of
the term “bullied” may not have provided a reliable measure of victimization and may
have varied based on adolescents’ definition of bullying or willingness to admit to being
bullied, which may vary across ethnic groups. For example, after Konishi et al. (2009)
found cultural differences in responses on a measure of bullying, they pointed out the
importance of not assuming cultural equivalence in self-reported measures, particularly
when different meanings can be assigned to items. This caution applies to the measures
used in this study, although clear-cut and observable items used for overt and relational
victimization (e.g., “been hit by another kid”) leaves less room for interpretation.
Measurement differences may also account for differences between the current study and
a previous study that found lower rates of relational victimization among Latino
American adolescents (Tharp-Taylor et al., 2009). In particular, the relational
victimization measure used by Tharp-Taylor and colleagues (2009) was based on a 12month span of victimization experiences and included threats of physical victimization.
It also may be due to sample differences, as the sample in Tharp-Taylor et al.’s study
included only a single site, which was located in southern California. The current study,
on the other hand, included four sites, and a diverse set of schools.
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Ethnic Differences in Life Satisfaction
This study also examined both individual- and school-level ethnic differences in
levels of life satisfaction. It was hypothesized that adolescents in ethnically diverse
schools would report greater life satisfaction, based on the person-environment fit model.
It was expected that because no one group was in the majority, adolescents of all three
ethnicities would fit into their context equally well, resulting in positive psychological
outcomes. As predicted by this model, Bellmore et al. (2004) found that greater diversity
was associated with less loneliness. However, the findings in this study did not find
differences in adolescents’ life satisfaction based on the ethnic composition of their
school.
Though there was no main effect of school ethnic composition on life satisfaction,
the relation between individual ethnicity and life satisfaction was influenced by school
ethnic composition. Based on the person-environment fit model, it was expected that
adolescents who were in the ethnic majority would report greater life satisfaction. The
overall pattern of findings, however, was not consistent with this hypothesis. European
American adolescents reported the lowest life satisfaction when they were in the majority
group, and Latino Americans reported their highest levels of life satisfaction when in
predominantly European American schools. Only African Americans reported their
highest levels of life satisfaction when they were in the majority. These findings
demonstrated that the person-environment fit model may not apply to ethnicity.
Specifically, being of the same ethnicity as the majority ethnic group in a school is not
consistently associated with higher life satisfaction. In this case, sharing characteristics
that are normative for the context does not result in greater well-being for members of all
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ethnic groups. These findings underscore the need to consider ethnic differences
specifically rather than to simply categorize majority or minority status.
Alternative explanations must be explored to understand the relation between life
satisfaction, individual ethnicity, and school ethnic composition. European American
adolescents reported the lowest life satisfaction when they were in predominantly
European American schools. In this sample, the predominantly European American
schools were located in rural, northeastern Georgia. The finding may be due to the rural
location of the sample. Another hypothesis is that European American adolescents in
schools where they are not in the majority may be more likely to explore their sense of
identity, leading to greater well-being. However, these hypotheses are purely
speculative. Another unexpected finding was that Latino American adolescents reported
the greatest life satisfaction when in predominantly European American schools.
Northeastern Georgia is a predominantly European American community, unlike
locations such as Chicago. Because of this, there may be a higher percentage of firstgeneration Latino American adolescents in Georgia. This may be related to cultural
biases in responding, such as social desirability. In addition, there is some evidence that
first-generation immigrants report better adjustment than U.S. born Latino adolescents,
often called the immigrant paradox (e.g., Alegría et al., 2008).
Relation between Victimization and Changes in Life Satisfaction
A key focus of the present study was on the relation between victimization and
life satisfaction and the extent to which this varied as a function of ethnicity. Overall, the
findings of this study were consistent with a small body of research that has identified life
satisfaction as an outcome of victimization (e.g., Martin & Huebner, 2007) and a large
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body of research that identifies decreases in adjustment following experiences of
victimization. The current study extended this line of research by examining the extent to
which this relation varied as a function of ethnicity.
It was hypothesized that adolescents in ethnically diverse schools who were
victimized would report greater decreases in life satisfaction. This was based on research
conducted by Bellmore et al. (2004), who found greater associations between
victimization and social anxiety among adolescents in ethnically diverse schools. They
suggested that the prevalence of victimization was lower among adolescents in ethnically
diverse schools, so that adolescents in ethnically diverse schools who were victimized
represented a greater deviation from the norm. According to the person-environment fit
model, this would cause poorer adjustment. However, the underlying assumption that
victimization was less frequent in ethnically diverse schools was not supported by the
current study, as school ethnic composition was not associated with victimization.
Based on this finding, the person-environment fit model would not apply because being
in an ethnically diverse school is not associated with lower frequency of victimization, so
that being victimized in an ethnically diverse school would not represent a greater
deviation from the norm. Perhaps because of this, the current study found that school
ethnic composition was not related to the frequency of victimization. These findings
suggest that school ethnic composition does not impact the relation between victimization
and well-being.
A primary goal of this study was to examine the extent to which the impact of
victimization would be influenced by the interaction between individual ethnicity and
school ethnic composition. This hypothesis was based on the person-environment fit
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model, which indicated that adolescents who were members of the numerical majority
but who were victimized would be social misfits and therefore have poorer outcomes.
This hypothesis was supported by Bellmore et al. (2004) and Graham et al. (2009), who
found a stronger relation between victimization and adjustment among members of the
numerical majority ethnic group at their school than among members of the numerical
minority ethnic group. The current study did not replicate those findings. The relation
between changes in life satisfaction and victimization did not vary based on whether
students were in the minority or majority ethnic group in their school.
It is difficult to draw implications about the validity of the person-environment fit
model as it pertains to victimization and ethnicity based on these findings. Specifically,
the underlying assumption upon which the hypothesis was based was that victimization
would be less frequent among members of the majority ethnic group at a particular
school; however, this was not the case among the schools in this study. Because of this,
being victimized while a member of the majority ethnic group represents no greater
deviation from the norm than being victimized while a member of the minority ethnic
group. Therefore, the person-environment fit model would not anticipate that students
who were members of the majority group would be more strongly impacted by
victimization than students who were members of the minority group.
Several factors may account for the discrepancy between the findings of this study
and those of Bellmore et al. (2004). For example, Bellmore et al.’s (2004) data were
embedded in 99 classrooms, and their 99 classrooms were embedded in 11 schools, but
all of the variables in their studies were treated as individual-level variables. The
nonindependence of their data may have inflated their findings. Similarly, Bellmore,
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Graham, and colleagues did not control for SES or school-level demographics, again
making it difficult to determine whether their findings were the result of actual ethnicity
effects or were artifacts of other associated variables.
In addition to potential confounds associated with SES and school- and
classroom-level variables, Bellmore et al.’s (2004) findings may have been a product of
geographic location. The present study sampled adolescents from schools in four
different sites. In contrast, Bellmore, Graham, and colleagues collected data from
schools that were all located in Los Angeles. Their findings may have been unique to
that specific location and not generalizable to other sites and schools. Several factors
unique to the Los Angeles schools and the surrounding community may have influenced
the findings. For example, Los Angeles has a long history of race relations conflicts and
race-related riots beginning with the Watts Riots of 1965, triggered by California’s move
to block the fair housing act and police officers use of violence against an African
American family, and culminating in the riots sparked by the beating of Rodney King
(Public Broadcasting Service, 2002). The history of racial tension is still evident in racerelated fights in Los Angeles high schools that have gained media attention (e.g., brawls
in Jefferson High School; Chideya & Del Barco, 2005). This history, which is not as
evident in the four geographic sites of the current study, may cause adolescents to be
more sensitive to experiences of victimization. Particularly if the perpetrators were
members of their own group, which is likely if they belong to the majority group,
adolescents may feel even more alone and isolated than adolescents with the same
victimization experiences but without the racially tense environment.
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As stated previously, the primary focus of the current study was on how the
relation between individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition might influence the
impact of victimization. It was not expected that individual ethnicity alone would
influence the impact of victimization, primarily because only one previous study
discovered in the literature review explored the role of individual ethnicity on the impact
of victimization (Bellmore et al., 2004). Bellmore et al.’s (2004) finding that individual
ethnicity moderated the relation between victimization and adjustment was not consistent
across outcome (social anxiety compared to loneliness). Because of this, there was no
clear empirical precedent or theoretically driven hypothesis that individual ethnicity alone
would influence the relation between victimization and life satisfaction. Counter to
hypothesis, there was a stronger relation between relational victimization and decreases
in life satisfaction among Latino American adolescents than among African American
adolescents. This interaction has no precedence in previous research, but may be due to
the particularly vulnerable nature of early adolescence as well as cultural emphasis on
communalism and social relationships (e.g., Okagaki & Sternberg, 1993; Zayas & Solari,
1994).
During the middle school years, adolescents across ethnic groups begin to develop
their own identity. Adolescents’ increased ability for abstract thinking and decreased
dependence on their parents allows them to explore their own sense of self. Social
identity theory suggests that the development of a sense of identity depends on a feeling
of belonging, which, combined with the emerging ability of adolescents to comprehend
ethnicity, creates an opportunity to develop a sense of ethnic identity. This is especially
true for adolescents of color, who are likely to be exposed to peers of different ethnicities
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during middle school and to be in situations where they are the ethnic minority (UmañaTaylor, Vargas-Chanes, Garcia, & Gonzales-Backen, 2009). Though this is a time of
exciting growth, it also makes adolescents more vulnerable in that the development of a
healthy sense of self involves a feeling of belonging, which is weakened by experiences
of relational victimization.
The cultural emphasis of collectivism on identity development for Latino
Americans may partially explain the heavier impact of relational victimization on
changes in life satisfaction. In a study of individualism and collectivism among
American college students, Latino Americans and African Americans reported
comparable levels of individualism, but Latino American men reported slightly higher
levels of collectivism than African American men (Coon & Kemmelmeier, 2001).
Though research has not been found exploring this relation among adolescents, it is
possible that these differences also exist during that age. If so, the value placed on social
relationships by Latino American adolescents would make the loss of those relationships
through relational victimization much more harmful.
Gender and ethnicity. Another goal of this study was to examine the extent to
which gender influenced the prevalence of victimization and whether the interaction
between gender and ethnicity influenced the impact of victimization on life satisfaction.
The current study’s findings regarding gender differences in frequency of overt
victimization were consistent with studies that have reported higher rates of overt
victimization among male adolescents compared to female adolescents (e.g., Prinstein et
al., 2001; Storch, Nock, et al., 2003). In contrast, this study did not find support for
gender differences in rates of relational victimization. Previous research has reported
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mixed findings concerning frequency of relational victimization across gender, with some
studies indicating that relational victimization is higher among female adolescents (e.g.,
Crick & Bigbee, 1998) and others studies finding no differences across gender (e.g.,
Jímenez et al., 2010).
One possible explanation for this discrepancy is that gender differences in rates of
relational victimization may differ by age. Much of the previous research reporting
gender differences in relational victimization has focused on elementary school children
(e.g., fourth grade; Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Putallaz et al., 2007), whereas studies finding
no differences used older samples (middle and high school; Prinstein et al., 2001; Storch
et al., 2003; Storch, Nock, et al., 2003). As children progress through middle school,
frequency of overt victimization decreases, and use of overt aggression becomes less
normative (DeVos & Kaffenberger, 2005). Additionally, peer relationships and social
functioning increase in importance (Nansel et al., 2003). Because of this, male
adolescents may increasingly use relational victimization as a method of controlling and
targeting their male peers. Additionally, interactions with opposite-sex peers are
increasing, so male adolescents may also be relationally victimized by their female peers
(Craig et al., 2001).
In addition to main effects of gender on the frequency of victimization, a key
focus of this study was to examine the extent to which the relation between victimization
and changes in life satisfaction varied as a function of individual ethnicity and gender.
There has been little consistency across studies that examined the extent to which gender
moderates the relation between victimization and outcomes. This may be due to ethnic
differences in the samples included in different studies. Specifically, significant
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interactions between gender and victimization have been reported in studies using
majority Latino American samples (e.g., Carbone-Lopez et al., 2010), but not in studies
based on other samples (e.g., Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Martin & Huebner, 2007). This
study hypothesized that the reason for the discrepancy in research was that gender
moderated the relation among Latino Americans but not among other ethnic groups.
Contrary to the hypothesis, gender and ethnicity did not interact to moderate the relation
between overt or relational victimization and life satisfaction. It may be that there is a
four-way interaction between gender, ethnicity, school ethnic composition, and
victimization, such that the moderating role of gender on victimization varies based on
the interaction between school ethnic composition and ethnicity. However, due to limited
power, it was not possible to test that hypothesis in this study.
Concentrated Disadvantage, School Safety Problems, and Classroom Climate
Three key factors that were included as control variables repeatedly demonstrated
their importance in both prevalence of victimization and rates and changes in life
satisfaction among adolescents. These were concentrated disadvantage, school safety
problems, and classroom climate. School safety problems, such as fighting among
students, racial tension, teacher ignorance of student activities, and unsafe areas at school,
was associated with baseline levels of both overt and relational victimization. This
emphasizes the need to control for contextual factors when studying victimization. More
importantly, it underscores the toxic nature of environments described by Cauce et al.
(2003)—areas characterized by low quality school districts, crowded neighborhoods, and
high rates of violence. These environments make adolescents particularly vulnerable to
victimization, which has serious implication for adolescents’ well-being and healthy
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development. Based on these findings, an important, though hard to obtain, goal of
violence prevention programs must be to increase the overall safety of the school through
increasing teacher awareness of student activities, decreasing poorly lit or unmonitored
areas of the school, increasing positive race relations, and decreasing students’ abilities to
bring weapons into school.
Interestingly, concentrated disadvantage and classroom climate variables were
unrelated to frequency of victimization. This indicates that low SES, as approximated by
concentrated disadvantage, does not explain variation in levels of victimization after
more salient variables, such as school safety problems, are taken into account.
Additionally, classroom climate variables (student-student relations, student-teacher
relations, and awareness/reporting) were not related to the frequency of victimization. It
may be that controlling for school safety problems may have removed some significant
variance in victimization related to classroom climate. On the other hand, positive peer
experiences such as student-student relations and negative peer experiences such as
victimization may not be on the same spectrum, but are two distinct constructs, making
them independent from each other. The lack of association between victimization and
awareness/reporting is more difficult to explain. It implies that awareness and reporting
of problem situations at the school-level is not associated with less victimization at the
individual-level.
Baseline life satisfaction was related to concentrated disadvantage, school safety
problems, and student-teacher relations. Again, this emphasizes the importance of
understanding the role contextual variables play in an individual’s well-being. For
example, school-level disadvantage is predictive of lower life satisfaction among
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adolescents, whereas positive student-teacher relations are predictive of higher levels.
Though it may not be possible to address concentrated disadvantage in a geographic area,
it is possible to target and improve student-teacher relations, which may serve as a buffer
for the inordinate amount of risk factors experienced by adolescents living in low SES
urban communities.
The only school-level variable associated with changes in life satisfaction was
student-student relations at baseline, with higher school levels of student-student relations
associated with greater life satisfaction. This indicates that not only can negative peer
relations decrease life satisfaction through victimization experiences, but also that
positive peer experiences can increase life satisfaction. This finding may be explained by
person-environment fit. Positive student-student relationships at the school level
indicate a generally good fit between individual students and their peers. As would be
predicted by person-environment fit, the current study found that being in an environment
with positive student-student relations led to increases in life satisfaction.
Study Limitations and Directions for Future Research
This study had several limitations which may have impacted the results and
should be kept in mind when interpreting the results. First, all the individual level
variables, such as victimization and life satisfaction, were self-reported. Using more than
one source for variables would have made it possible to test relations among latent
variables, which would have reduced measurement error and strengthened the overall
study. Additionally, it would have provided corroboration for adolescents’ self-reports,
which may not be completely reliable. For example, many researchers who study
victimization choose to use peer-nominations of victimization instead of self-report,
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though this introduces ethical issues of requiring adolescents to evaluate their peers (e.g.,
Paul & Cillessen, 2003; Prinstein et al., 2005). It also makes it impossible to control for
potential ethnic differences in reporting. The finding that European Americans selfreported higher life satisfaction would have been more robust if it was possible to assess
whether third parties also reported that European American adolescents had higher life
satisfaction, perhaps through teacher report. Likewise, it would be possible to test
whether differences in prevalence of victimization across ethnic groups were a product of
systematic over- or under-reporting or whether prevalence of victimization actually
differed across ethnic groups.
There were several limitations related to the sample of the study. First, the
sample was not nationally representative in terms of overall ethnic composition. The
sample was heavily African American as well as being urban and predominantly low
SES. This sample is not reflective of the national ethnic composition. The predominance
of African American students and low SES schools in the sample may have contributed
to findings that were contrary to the anticipated direction. There were few predominantly
European American schools with African American students in the minority group,
which is a fairly common situation across the U.S. Having a larger amount of European
American students or having a greater amount of moderate to high SES, predominantly
European American schools may have changed the direction of the relations between
victimization and ethnicity as well as among victimization, ethnicity, and life satisfaction.
There was a small sample of schools included in the study, which resulted in as
few as five schools per ethnic composition category. The MVPP was not intended to
assess difference due to school ethnic composition, and because of this, the sample was
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not ideal for the current study. The school ethnic compositions were mostly
predominantly African American, with low numbers of predominantly Latino American,
predominantly European American, and ethnically diverse schools. This limited the
power of the study and the ability to identify significant patterns regarding the relations
between school ethnic composition, individual-level victimization, and individual-level
life satisfaction. Also, because of the small number of sites, school ethnic composition
was confounded with site for predominantly European American schools, which were
only in Northeastern Georgia in this sample, and for predominantly Latino American
schools, which were only in Chicago. Because of this, caution must be used in
interpreting whether the findings were solely a product of the school’s ethnic composition
or whether the site contributed to the findings. However, the diversity of this sample
exceeds that of Bellmore et al.’s (2004) study, which did not include predominantly
European American schools.
Another limitation was that the 57% cutoff for categorizing school ethnic
composition, though based on the data, was not grounded in theory. Review of previous
studies did not provide a clear procedure for establishing cutoffs. In some studies, cutoffs
were as low as 40% (e.g., Mueller, Finley, Iverson, & Price, 1999), whereas other studies
avoided the use of cutoffs by creating a continuous variable representing the percentage
same ethnicity (e.g., Bellmore et al., 2004). Though this approach avoids the problem of
establishing a cutoff, it reduces the interpretability of findings by making a contextual
variable behave as an individual-level variable, thereby violating the assumption of
independence. Because there was no clear precedence in the literature, the decision was
made based on the assumption that any percentage over 50 comprised a majority. To
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increase differences between majority and ethnically diverse schools, the data were
examined to identify a natural point at which an ethnic group became the majority.
Another limitation was that due to the extremely low prevalence of Asian
American, American Indian, and multiracial adolescents in the sample, only European
American, African American, and Latino American adolescents were included in the
analyses. Because of this, findings most likely are not generalizable to other ethnic
groups, particularly as the three groups included in the study are the largest ethnic groups
nationwide. Adolescents in other groups, and adolescents from multiple ethnic groups,
may have a range of experiences and responses that could not be accurately represented
by the experiences of adolescents belonging to the three largest ethnic groups in the
country.
It was not possible to include individual-level SES, although SES was controlled
at the school-level using concentrated disadvantage. Individual ethnicity is still likely
confounded with SES in the analyses in this study, as it is a well-established fact that
ethnicity is quite strongly correlated with variables related to SES, such as poverty status.
Because of this, it is impossible to conclude definitively that the relation between
relational victimization and life satisfaction was moderated by individual ethnicity as
opposed to individual SES.
This study contributes to the current understanding of the relation between
victimization and adjustment. The findings supported research that linked victimization
experiences to decreases in well-being. Furthermore, the study emphasized the need to
study overt and relational victimization, as they were both moderated and predicted by
different variables. Because this study added to the current understanding of the
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processes by which victimization leads to maladjustment, intervention programs can aim
not only to reduce the occurrence of victimization but also to change how adolescents
interpret and respond emotionally to victimization.
This study did not support the application of the person-environment fit model to
explain the role of individual ethnicity and ethnic context, suggesting that this model is
not ideal for understanding ethnicity in ethnic context. Future research should develop a
model to understand the relation between ethnicity and ethnic context, particularly as it
relates to victimization and well-being in adolescence. It would be particularly beneficial
to explore these factors using nationally representative data sets. Nationally
representative data would not only allow researchers to examine the full range of possible
school ethnic compositions, it would also allow researchers to include all ethnic groups
into the sample. A larger, nationally representative data set would enable the study of
Asian American, American Indian, and multiracial students as well as the three largest
ethnic groups. This will make it possible to fully understand the relation between
individual ethnicity and school ethnic composition.
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